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Abstract 
 
 The crime fiction genre is often thought of as traditionally conservative, mirroring 
existing cultural stereotypes and reinforcing the patriarchal nature of society. Its 
masculinist conventions were established in the 1920s and 30s by such masters as 
Raymond Chandler, Dashiell Hammett and James M. Cain whose hard-boiled novels 
relegate women to marginal roles as vapid home bodies, vulnerable virgins or vicious 
vamps. However, in the wake of the liberal upheavals of the nineteen sixties, second wave 
feminism ushered in a surge of women writers who appropriated the genre using it as a 
location to give voice to a generation of women who were seeking liberation from social, 
sexual and economic repression.  
This development spearheaded by American writers Sara Paretsky, Sue Grafton, 
and Marcia Muller challenged the form and embraced crime fiction as a site of social 
critique where contemporary cultural symbols, meanings and values could be contested and 
renegotiated. However, there is some debate whether these writers and the many women 
who followed in their footsteps have disrupted the genre’s entrenched attachment to the 
social boundaries that confine women’s power.  
 At the core of the issue are the bodies of crime fiction’s female characters situated 
in a space that is immediately and inherently inimical to women – the violent scene of the 
crime or the precincts of the crime fighting mechanism operating to combat it. Traditionally 
the location marks the male preserve of the tough-talking private eye or disaffected police 
detective who evinces cold logic and engages in aggressive action to catch his culprit and 
thus heroically reconstitute social order. Female authors must insert their protagonists into a 
setting and formula that historically restricts the role of their women characters. The 
challenge is to avoid maculinising central characters and instead portray women as bodily 
female with empowering attributes that overcome obstacles in the world of the crime novel, 
emblematic of violence, disorder and brutality. 
 This practice-based1 dissertation explores issues relating to women’s identity and 
embodiment within the framework of the crime fiction novel to determine whether the 
genre affords a space to work through feminist arguments surrounding the impact of gender 
																																																								
1 L. Candy maintains practice-based research applies if ‘a creative artefact is the basis of the contribution to knowledge’. 	
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specific discursive knowledge and practices on human bodies. My original contribution to 
knowledge is that traditionally restrictive notions of women and their bodies can be 
effectively contested within the text of a crime fiction novel thereby expanding the space 
and power available to women within society.  
The creative component is a full-length novel, Liiqka (100,000 words – 60,000 are 
included in the body of the thesis with the remainder provided in the Appendix), followed 
by a critical study, ‘Body Matters’ (35,000 words) which is the result of observation and 
analysis of my creative ideas, the work of other women crime writers, and my creative 
effort and output. 
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Chapter 1.  Introduction 
Preamble 
 I was nine years old when I got my first Barbie. She was nearly a foot tall and had 
an impressive platinum ponytail, a Mona Lisa smile and a figure to die for. Or diet for. I 
knew because I was in a cult and for several years I had been expected to follow the 
strange, ridiculous and health damaging ritual of daily food deprivation. It was my own 
fault because as everyone told me, I was fat. This was not OK. It was not like having 
protruding teeth or ears that stuck out; things, which you could not help and just had to put 
up with. No, being fat was totally unacceptable because it was an indication of a deliberate 
choice to overeat – to be fat and unhealthy, a stubborn refusal to ‘do something about it’. 
People felt justified in making unkind comments and ‘helpful’ suggestions. As Brisbane fat 
activist, Kath Read explains, being fat and going out in public is like “wearing a sandwich 
board saying, ‘Please insult me’” (qtd. in Elliott). 
 Perhaps if I’d been able to stay on regimes such as the Mao clinic or grapefruit diets 
I might have become skinny or perhaps drifted into anorexia, a term that was yet to be 
widely known. While many young girls may have been starving themselves into oblivion, 
no one was sharing until psychologist Hilde Bruch’s book The Golden Cage was published 
in 1978, in which she explained that Anorexia Nervosa was a serious disease with 
symptoms such as “a skeleton-like appearance, anaemia, dryness of skin, cessation of 
menses, low body temperature, and low basal metabolism” (8).  
By the time I left home, I had a confused attitude to eating, a desperate love of food, 
and a resentful attitude towards the fashion industry that promoted tall, slim androgynous 
woman as the ideal. However, as a grown-up, I was able to gradually move towards self-
acceptance, develop a sensible approach to health and fitness but what remained was a will 
to understand and to challenge our culture’s prescriptive attitudes to women’s body size 
and shape.  
Research (Schur, 2000; Ricciardelli, 2001; Lowes, 2003; Reeves, 2008) indicates 
that girls from as young as six are dissatisfied with their bodies and not only wish to be 
thinner, but are aware of dieting and are engaging in eating disordered behaviours – a risk 
factor for subsequent lower self-esteem, increased eating disorders and depression. In a 
survey of the field, Lina Ricciardelli writes: 
 Being thin is highly valued within our society, particularly among women, for 
whom thinness is often equated with being attractive. These societal messages are 
so pervasive that the same values and views are already advocated by children as 
	 11 
young as 7 years of age … Since there is such a great importance placed on being 
thin, it should come as no surprise that many children report dissatisfaction with 
their body, concern about becoming overweight, and that they engage in weight loss 
behaviors, such as eating less and exercising to lose weight. (325) 
 Popular culture is saturated with images of beautiful, slim and sexually available 
women. Magazines are full of articles urging women to be slim if they want to be 
successful, have a man, money and a career. The disparity between the projected image and 
the existing reality has led to increasing anxiety amongst women to measure up to a 
perceived ideal regardless of body type and ethnic origin. As other societal strictures on 
women have fallen away (such as familial control, religious restrictions on sexual 
behaviour and divorce) and opportunities have broadened through birth control, wider 
career choice, and financial independence, women are still subject to an unrelenting 
pressure to conform to a certain look and shape. Australian writer Monica Dux comments: 
In Western societies, women are still regularly judged on the basis of their physical 
appearance in a way that men rarely are. We are constantly bombarded with images 
of an idealised woman; flawless, airbrushed and, above all, scarily thin. It’s these 
fantastical, manipulated visions that define our cultural understanding of the 
‘proper’ female form. (“Too fat, too thin”)  
 There is little question the shape of women’s bodies is currently mandated by 
contemporary cultural forces in a way that undermines women’s power and confidence. At 
one end of the spectrum, women of size are derided, discriminated against and depicted as 
gluttonous, greedy and slothful and displayed in various cultural contexts as objects of 
ridicule and shame. New York writer Harriet Brown summarises:  
Public attitudes about fat have never been more judgmental; stigmatizing fat people 
has become not just acceptable but, in some circles, de rigueur. I’ve sat in meetings 
with colleagues who wouldn’t dream of disparaging anyone’s color, sex, economic 
status or general attractiveness, yet feel free to comment witheringly on a person’s 
weight. (“For obese people, prejudice in plain sight”)  
At the other end, anorexic women are blamed for being too thin and are criticised 
for becoming obsessively concerned with their weight. Actress, Angelina Jolie has been 
described as “malnourished”, having the “stigmata of malnutrition” (Pinsky), while the 
Duchess of Cambridge, Kate Middleton looks “frail and skeletal” (Savastio).  
 At the core of my work is an impetus to contest the patriarchal social forces that 
continue to constrain women via an ongoing policing of their bodies. My first novel, 
	 12 
Batafurai2 is set in a retro-opulent French restaurant, Rubens, hung with over-sized pictures 
of voluptuous women. Rubens is ineptly presided over by ingénue, the curvy and luscious 
Mirabella Malvoise. Despite her vulnerability, it is her rival, Yuki Assami – elegant, slim 
proprietor of competing Japanese restaurant SASH who is the victim in my novel. My 
current novel expands upon these concerns. I am interested in how cultural knowledge 
informs fictional representations and how to engage with these concerns. 
 
Thesis Statement 
 The contention of my research is that crime fiction offers the potential to shape a 
liberatory trajectory for female subjectivity by portraying women’s embodied experience 
and situating issues relating to gender and the body within the pages of a crime fiction 
novel. My project is based on practice-led research in which the creative undertaking has 
indicated appropriate areas for theoretical research. I contend that crime fiction offers 
women writers the opportunity to question, undermine, and redirect existing values related 
to the construction of the female image. As a crime writer, the challenge is to fulfill the 
expectations of the genre – privileging the plot, writing a crime novel with a propelling 
storyline, situating a story in a context that upholds justice and an acknowledged communal 
morality – while pursuing my purpose to depict women characters who demonstrate 
through their own physical presence, a challenge to those cultural forces that serve to 
constrain women’s agency. 
 In writing my crime fiction novel, Liiqka, my intention is to provide a space where 
women are shown to possess agency outside patriarchal norms that restrict our notion of 
women to an approved shape and look that corresponds directly to men’s potential sexual 
arousal. The crime fiction genre traditionally endorses the phallocentric paradigm, but I am 
seeking to subvert the form in order to engage in a conversation that is currently 
questioning why women’s value is linked to the size of their bodies.  
 The convention of crime fiction novels is to utilise existing stereotypes and tap into 
preconceptions prevailing in the culture from which they are drawn, and have at their 
central core a concern to reinforce a notion of society as predictable, existing within known 
boundaries and conforming to understood tenants of justice. This accepted blueprint is 
constantly repeated to the satisfaction of the genre’s audience, regardless of the influence 
the perpetuation of such stereotypes may have on the way we view categories of the real 																																																								
2 Batafurai (2009) http://eprints.qut.edu.au/64475/ 
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people to whom the stereotypes correspond and who exist outside the reading experience. 
This reliance on formula suggests that a questioning of normative values relating to women 
and their bodies may prove difficult. However, the central crime of the story provides an 
instance of disturbance where, for a brief time, what is expected and respected – moral and 
socially accepted behaviour – is abruptly set aside. The investigation of the murder allows 
not only for an examination of the events related to the crime, but also holds the potential 
for a re-evaluation of the system of beliefs that sustain our world-view. This may confirm 
our confidence in the system that supports our day-to-day lives but it may also lead to an 
unsettling discomfort with the way things actually work. I suggest that the nature of the 
genre actually permits an analysis not only of the details of the crime but offers a chink of 
opportunity to examine existing values current in our society.  
 Readers can respond to this because they have an expectation that the site of the 
crime novel is a location for the presentation of disruptive events, new ideas and original 
solutions. Peter Hühn explains, “the insoluble crime acts as a destabilizing event, because 
the system of norms and rules regulating life in the community has proved powerless in one 
crucial instance and is therefore discredited” (452). In writing a crime fiction novel, our 
own particular view of the world may change via a broadening of our knowledge or a 
deeper self-examination of preconceived ideas and viewpoints. I contend that in the 
imaginative context of a novel there is room to realign boundaries and shake things up.  
It is my view that there is a powerful elasticity in the creative process that depends 
on engagement and credibility. For example, in writing crime fiction I may expand the 
limits of what readers will accept as credible if I subscribe to the genre’s demand for pace, 
tension and propelling action. Once I tick these boxes and engage readers with the story I 
can then involve them with my characters’ lives. Once they are ‘hooked’ I am in a position 
to challenge readers to accept new propositions, that a woman over fifty with one breast 
can have both an ongoing career and a sexual liaison, that a size 16 seventeen-year-old girl 
can succeed in a career as a fashion model, or that a very fat young woman can be both 
successful and beautiful. 
The reason I have chosen to address my concerns about the way women’s bodies 
are mediated by social forces via the medium of crime fiction relies partly on personal 
preference – I like to read crime fiction, and the challenge to write it is appealing. Women 
identify with the genre and a recent study in the United States showed that seventy per cent 
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of the crime/mystery book audience are women3, while an earlier survey4 found that 
seventy per cent of the women who read crime fiction were over forty-five years of age. It 
could be assumed then, my motivation is to connect with my own demographic in a format 
that we women (over forty-five) commonly enjoy and understand.  
Cathy Cole claims that women relate to crime fiction because it “provides a 
powerful female voice with which to explore and contextualise women’s experience” (16), 
while British crime writer, Melanie McGrath explains that women’s interest in reading and 
writing crime fiction is tied up with our vulnerability and our need to get in touch with “our 
own indecorous feelings or rage, aggression and vengefulness.” She writes: 
For women, so powerfully socialised to conform to particular roles as sex objects, 
mothers, wives, in a society where being a man is still the default position, 
inventing ourselves can be a particular challenge. We are used to our bodies being 
appraised and poked about, viewed as vehicles for procreation or male pleasure – or 
as symbols first of beauty and then, in later life, of ugliness. What better metaphor 
for the feeling of annihilation which follows the common female experience of 
being valued primarily as the sum of one's body parts than a murdered woman on a 
slab? (“Women’s appetite”) 
The frightening events that occur in crime fiction touch on a reality to which women 
are attuned. Though the gruesome crimes depicted may seem remote as we read them in the 
safety of our homes or on the bus or train to work, we know that terrible things do happen 
and could happen to any one of us, because as women we are not just physically vulnerable 
but also socially positioned as weaker and are in fact often the victims of gendered crime, 
such as domestic violence and sexual assault. In other words, we, as women, have a 
personal ‘stake’ in crime fiction, because we want to be reassured that the moral boundaries 
and conventions that shape our world and offer protection are strong and will support us. 
As a woman writer, I have the opportunity to challenge, undermine and redirect 
existing values around female identity, agency and self-image. This is largely because 
crime fiction is set in a social context, a rich territory for a writer to examine, and to 
challenge conventional rules and norms so long as the tradition formula of the crime novel 
is respected; that is the telling of two intertwined stories – that of a murder and that of its 
investigation. 																																																								
3 statista.com, http://www.statista.com/statistics/327392/mystery-crime-book-readers-by-gender-usa/ 
 
4 The Mystery Book Consumer in the Digital Age. http://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.sistersincrime.org/ 
resource/resmgr/imported/ConsumerBuyingBookReport.pdf	
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My contribution to knowledge, therefore, is to demonstrate how received notions of 
beauty (and size) that serve to limit the role and restrict the power of women can be 
effectively contested within the text of a crime fiction novel thereby expanding the space 
and power available to women within society. 
 
Definitions 
Before I continue, it is useful to pause a moment to list a number of key terms that 
will be referred to in my exegesis, both implicitly and explicitly. They are introduced here 
in their simplest form to provide clarity and signpost areas of interest going forward.  
 
Crime Fiction 
 Crime fiction is the term used in Australia and the United Kingdom to refer to 
fictional stories that centre on the investigation of a murder. In the United States the term 
mystery fiction is more widely used. The genre extends over stories in novels, short fiction, 
movies and television. Its main characters include victim, perpetrator and investigator. 
Private individuals may be drawn into the role of investigator due to circumstance, but in 
most cases the investigator is a professional. In the era of the hard-boiled detective novels 
of James M. Cain, Dashiell Hammett, and Raymond Chandler, the investigator was a 
private detective, a masculine outsider who operated in a liminal space between civil 
society and its criminal underpinnings.  
In contemporary crime fiction the investigator can be male or female, and is often 
either attached to the justice apparatus of the State –a police officer, lawyer or forensic 
expert – or works outside it – such as journalists, photographers or environmentalists. There 
is now an ever-increasing number of crime fiction sub-genre and mixed genre categories 
that include: the cosy, police procedurals, legal, medical, romance, historical, thrillers, 
steampunk, and urban fantasy. Similarly across this mix are stories that highlight particular 
experiences of gender, race and sexual identity.   
 
Feminism 
 Feminism simply described is a belief that women should have rights and 
opportunities equal to those afforded to men. It presumes that an endemic inequality exists, 
based on a culturally constructed gender. The term emerged following the First 
International Women's Conference in Paris in 1892 from the French féministe – the 
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qualities of females – and came to represent ideas related to the belief in and advocacy for 
equal rights for women (Haslanger, Tuana et al.).  
At an ideological level feminism is concerned to identify areas of inequality and 
outline strategies to support the achievement of equal rights for women in the political, 
personal, and economic sphere. As a mode of critical theory, feminism “illuminates the 
limitations of popular assumptions about sex, race, sexuality, and gender and offers insights 
into the social production of complex hierarchies of difference” (Hawkesworth and Disch 
2).  
 
First Wave Feminism 
 The first wave of feminism as a movement occurred in the “late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, emerging out of an environment of urban industrialism and 
liberal, socialist politics” (Rampton), with a primary focus on suffrage as a way to 
recognise the legal rights of women outside the domestic sphere. It “was largely confined to 
middle-class and upper-middle-class, overwhelmingly white women” (Epstein 118). 
In Great Britain activism organised through women’s political groups like the 
Women’s Freedom League, the Primrose League and the Women’s Liberal Associations 
gathered momentum in the early 20th Century resulting in demonstrations, civic disruption 
and even hunger strikes in prison by those women arrested (Purvis 103). Eventually 
The Representation of the People Act of 1918 enfranchised approximately 8.4 million 
women over thirty who were either a member or married to a member of the Local 
Government Register (Butler, Jean 7). But it was not until ten years later with the passage 
of the Representation of People Act 1928 when the vote was extended to all women over 
the age of twenty-one that women achieved suffrage on the same terms as men (Butler, 
Jean 15).  
 In the United States, the suffrage movement gained momentum in the second half of 
the 19th Century uniting under the banner of the National American Woman Suffrage 
Association (NAWSA) in 1890. The more militant National Women’s Party (NWP) was 
formed in 1916 and many of its members were arrested, some went on hunger strike in 
prison and were force fed (Walton 172). Finally in 1920, the Nineteenth Amendment was 
made to the United States Constitution declaring that, “The right of citizens of the United 
States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on 
account of sex” (Baker 98).  
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In NSW the formation of the Womanhood Suffrage League in 1891 fought for 
women’s suffrage under the banner, ‘equality is equity’ and was one of a number of 
political associations run by women activists in the various Australian colonies lobbying 
for the enfranchisement of women at the end of the 19th Century. The League presented a 
petition to the 1897 Federal Convention in South Australia (where women already had the 
vote) urging the proposed legislature to extend national suffrage to women. Following 
federation, the Commonwealth Franchise Act 1902, granted women’s suffrage at a national 
level (Australian Electoral Commission) and in 1908, Victoria was the last Australian state 
to extend the vote to women.  
The focus of first wave feminism was the extension of women’s right to vote but the 
international movement across Europe, Great Britain and the United States that gained 
momentum towards the end of the 19th Century contained a broad “range and complexity 
of feminist activities and a diversity of approach” (Caine 3), stemming from a reaction to 
the pervasive inequality of the sexes. Women wanted greater control – over their role in the 
family, the household and in connection with their role in church and government. Nancy 
Hewitt claims the aims of the early feminists went further: 
Some of the more radical feminists also insisted on a woman’s right to exercise 
control over her body, including the right to remain single, to develop sexual 
relations and to bear children outside of marriage. Almost all feminists in this period 
viewed women’s right to higher education as one of their most important demands. 
(“From Wollstonecraft to Mill”) 
 Widespread discontent amongst women arising from enculturated inequality 
between the sexes resulted in a movement of dissent that peaked in the late 1900s and early 
20th Century and had as its primary focus the political enfranchisement of women, a goal 
largely achieved in western democracies by the end of the 1920s. Now identified as first 
wave feminism, this movement is credited with achieving a “fundamental structural 
political reform which permanently changed the composition of the polity and the legal 
status of women” (Mead 296). 
 
Second Wave Feminism 
While first-wave feminism focused mainly on suffrage and property rights, second-
wave feminism (from the1960s-80s) encompassed a wider range of concerns and was 
embraced across age and class barriers: 
	 18 
Far from being the sole preserve of well-educated, élite women in New York and 
Los Angeles, second-wave feminism in its early years — from the late 1960s 
through the mid-1970s — enjoyed broad demographic appeal, was thoroughly 
decentralized, and engaged millions of constituents in a dialogue about heretofore 
unconventional topics, including the relationship between the nuclear family and the 
industrial economy, state socialism, the politics of sexuality, and the meaning of 
gender. (Zeitz 676) 
In the United States, Betty Friedan's The Feminine Mystique (1963) articulated the 
goals of second wave feminism, itself part of a broader civil rights movement for social 
reform by those seeking a more equal distribution of power and wealth in an increasingly 
prosperous post-war nation (Marx). Friedan explained that a pervasive ideology of female 
domesticity had robbed society of a “vast reservoir of human potential” (Jewish Women’s 
Archive) and left women unfulfilled and unhappy.  
While working class women had always worked, in the 1950s and 60s, American 
middle class women were judged through the attainments of their husbands and the 
achievements of their children; working outside the home was frowned upon. Despite this 
emphasis on being a good wife and mother, the booming post World War Two economy 
“outpaced the available workforce” (Collins 194) prompting a demand for women to 
supplement existing manpower while at the same time allowing them to supplement family 
income and get a taste of economic independence. Long-term centres were established to 
free women from childcare duties and in Australia, these were subsidised by the federal 
government in 1972. 
The availability of reliable contraception in the form of the birth control pill also 
had a profound influence on women’s lives. Licensed in America in 1960, with over one 
million women using it by 1962 (Allyn 33) the Pill allowed women to plan careers and 
establish professional credibility. It also enabled them to enjoy sex without the fear of an 
unwanted pregnancy.  
The cultural changes of the 60s and 70s were seen as a period of ‘women’s 
liberation’ and widespread advocacy achieved gains on a number of fronts securing women 
a greater share in political, professional, economic and domestic power. Second wave 
feminism also highlighted problems of domestic violence, sexual abuse and saw the 
establishment of rape crisis and women's shelters. It also heralded changes to divorce laws, 
custodial arrangements for children and revised child support laws.  
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Third Wave Feminism 
Third wave feminism has grown from a critique of the ‘essentialism’ of the second 
wave movement that has been charged with ignoring “differences of race, sexual 
preference, class, and age” (Lorde 288). Mann and Huffman claim that a new generation of 
feminists becoming adults in the early 1990s have embraced a “more diverse and polyvocal 
feminism that appealed to those who felt marginalized or restricted within the second 
wave” (56). Gray and Boddy argue that “world-wide [women] are oppressed, marginalized, 
abused, and disadvantaged because of their gender. Neoconservative values have 
undermined feminism” (368) and they assert third wave feminism is a response to this and 
is built on pluralism, diversity and inclusion.  
Claire Snyder agrees, arguing third wave feminism embraces a multivocal rather 
than a synthesized approach and preferences action over theory. She claims:  
Third wave feminism rejects grand narratives for a feminism that operates as a 
hermeneutics of critique within a wide array of discursive locations, and replaces 
attempts at unity with a dynamic and welcoming politics of coalition” (175).  
Finally, Krolokke and Sorenson sum up the motivation behind third wave feminism 
as the “need to develop a feminist theory and politics that honor contradictory experiences 
and deconstruct categorical thinking” (“Three waves of feminism”). 
Some scholars reject the usefulness of the wave metaphor arguing that it encourages 
antagonism between younger and older feminists (Nicholson, Snyder, Dean) and 
undermines the significance of the watershed gains made on behalf of women in the 60s 
and 70s. Rachel Fudge explains that there are now several categories of feminism – radical, 
antiporn, lesbian, cultural, essentialist, difference, girlie, pro-sex – as well as the term third 
wave. While all are useful groupings in their own way, Fudge argues that: 
What matters is your commitment to challenging the notion that a person's gender 
should, by law or by rote, be an obstacle to civil and personal liberties. It’s 
important to have a sense of feminism’s complex history, but it's also crucial to 
know—and help others understand—that feminism isn’t something that happened to 
your mother or grandmother and is now over. It’s living, breathing, and evolving. 
(“Everything you always wanted to know”) 
 
Patriarchy 
The term Patriarchy refers to a universal masculinist power relationship that is all 
pervasive. The term gained currency during second wave feminism as a way of 
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understanding that broadly, women’s inequality and gender oppression was not the ‘fault’ 
of individual men, in so much as a fault line running through society itself; patriarchy is a 
form of institutionalised discrimination. Kate Millett provided a theoretical understanding 
of patriarchy as ‘the rule of men’ in her 1970 book, Sexual Politics. She writes: 
The military, industry, technology, universities, science, political office, and finance 
- in short, every avenue of power within the society, including the coercive force of 
the police, is entirely in male hands. As the essence of politics is power, such 
realisation cannot fail to carry impact. (25) 
Ara Wilson explains the “rubric of patriarchy opened up an intellectual and 
imaginative space, and provided a vocabulary and model for understanding male 
dominance and female subordination as systemic, political, and self-reproducing” (1493).  
My understanding of what patriarchy is and does is informed by the work of the 
French theorists, Michel Foucault and Jacques Lacan who suggest that human culture can 
be understood as a series of pre-existing linguistic signs or symbols that serve to replicate 
an existing world order skewed to reinforce and continually replicate male authority. Put 
simply, power is owned and invested in men, with the agency and freedom of women 
correspondingly limited. Individuals internalise this prevailing societal order via 
multifarious influences that combine to infuse a system of authority over mind and body, 
making it extremely difficult to effect change.  
Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory has traditionally located women outside the subject 
position, explaining the role and value of women is as objects to serve the male subject. If 
women can only be an object of the male viewpoint or gaze, then the imperative is for that 
vision to be attractive and appealing. Women must ‘be’ a certain look that will please and 
gratify the male observer. I shall discuss these aspects of Lacan and Foucault’s work in 
greater detail in the Bodies of Thought section in the Literature Review below. 
 
Stereotypes 
Stereotypes can be seen as oversimplified conceptions or portrayals about people 
who belong to a group or category that is easily recognised. Sometimes these terms are 
benign identifiers, such as ‘older Australians’, but at other times they host a set of 
preconceived ideas that reflect negative values, or are linked to negative qualifiers with 
pejorative intent, such as ‘dumb blondes’ or ‘rebellious teenagers’. The danger with such 
stereotypes is that often ill-informed and inaccurate perceptions are projected onto 
individuals with little consideration of any specific or appropriate relevance.  
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However, popular culture is redolent with stereotypes from ‘desperate housewives’ 
to ‘dishonest politicians’, ‘boring accountants’ and ‘absent-minded professors’. Crime 
fiction stories are products of popular culture and often take advantage of the expedience 
that stereotypes offer. One of the reasons for this is that in a crime story the primary focus 
of the storytelling is the propelling action of the plot, and characters take a secondary role. 
In literary fiction it is more likely this positioning is reversed, and a deep involvement with 
character development holds the reader’s interest while the action of the story takes second 
place. Of course this is a somewhat simplistic view and at the centre, good crime fiction 
and good literary novels do both – have believable characters and great story lines. But not 
all characters can be fully realised in either genre and writers do draw upon characters from 
popular culture to facilitate the action of their novels. These are easily recognised and 
include such stock characters as the ‘nosy neighbour’, the ‘spinster librarian’, the ‘noble 
doctor,’ the ‘mean mother-in-law’, the ‘ditsy weather girl’, ‘the womanising businessman’, 
the ‘starving artist’, etc.  
It is more likely in a crime fiction novel where plot must rule, that secondary 
characters are subject to the expeditious shorthand that stereotypes provide. The 
contemporary audience is immersed in popular culture that continuously reiterates familiar 
representations of well known ‘types’ and so quickly recognises and understands them, 
allowing the writer to concentrate on ‘what happens next’. However, there is an increasing 
awareness that readers have an expectation that people, whatever their background, be 
treated equally with dignity and respect, even in crime fiction novels. Negative stereotypes, 
especially those that are ethnically based, gender biased or ridicule people’s sexual identity, 
are seen as particularly odious because they reinforce incorrect and damaging biases that 
impact upon the lived existence of people identified as from a particular group.   
 
Fatness  
My dissertation is concerned to investigate negative stereotypes surrounding fat 
women. Jason Seacat claims the “belief that all obese individuals are lazy is a negative 
stereotype that characterizes the stigmatized identity of being obese,” claiming, stigma is 
“an aspect of one’s identity that is devalued in society” (2). In the Literature Review, the 
section Colossal Bodies introduces the emergence Fat Studies, an interdisciplinary 
academic field that confronts and critiques cultural bias against concepts of ‘fatness’ and 
‘the fat body’.  
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The National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance (NAFA) has reclaimed the 
word ‘fat’ promoting its use as a positive descriptor, and eschews the word ‘obese’ 
claiming it is negatively loaded term:  
We are not ashamed of our fat bodies and oppose the use of the phrase “persons 
with obesity” to describe fat people, and the idea that being fat means being 
diseased. The way to eliminate fat-shaming and stigmatization is for society to 
accept that we come in ALL sizes. (“‘Fat’ is not a four letter word”) 
But to define what is ‘fat’ is problematic because, when used as a descriptor, as in 
‘fat woman’, this is reliant upon a value judgement, (usually negative), similar to that used 
to describe someone as a ‘pretty’ woman (usually positive). While an individual may 
identify as being fat themselves, being labelled as fat by someone else can be offensive and 
inappropriate, especially when the term is used to shame someone in a negative way.  
The term ‘obese’ is clearer to define as it has been medicalised and quantified. It 
refers to individuals with a body mass index (BMI) score of 30 or over (World Health 
Organisation). However as we have seen, NAFA objects to this term and its overuse and 
misuse is being questioned, even by medical researchers, one of whom argues “the current 
whirlwind of rhetoric about obesity and the stigma that goes along with it is unjustified and 
counter-productive” (Paradis qtd. in Reznick). Moral finger-wagging at fat people is 
condoned in a society that values slim bodies. Researchers Phul and Heuer explain this 
approach: 
Obese persons are blamed for their weight, with common perceptions that weight 
stigmatization is justifiable and may motivate individuals to adopt healthier 
behaviors. We propose that weight stigma is not a beneficial public health tool for 
reducing obesity. Rather, stigmatization of obese individuals threatens health, 
generates health disparities, and interferes with effective obesity intervention 
efforts. These findings highlight weight stigma as both a social justice issue and a 
priority for public health. (1019) 
From a definitional point of view, it is therefore very difficult to assign neutral 
values to either of the terms ‘fat’ or ‘obese’. Even when applied in a medical framework 
there does not appear to be an impartial professional approach to what has become a vexed 
issue both socially and medically.  
Because of this, in my novel, I am careful not to specify the size of my main 
character, Lucy, other than to indicate that she is outside the boundaries of what is 
commonly understood to contain the bodies of professional models. The purpose of my 
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work is to minimise the importance of the size of Lucy’s body and show how she disrupts 
the limitations placed on women’s bodies, rather than to stipulate an extended perimeter 
that will still serve to corral women. Sarabeth is even larger, but again, allocating her a 
specific size or weight would only serve to promulgate entrenched views of fatness in the 
minds of the reader. My intention is to open up thinking on closed attitudes to size and the 
best way to do this is to allow readers to imaginatively conjure up a visual impression of 
both these characters. 
In this section on definitions, I have provided a brief insight into a number of key 
terms that are integral to my dissertation. Their relevance and meaning should become 
more apparent in the Literature Review and in my reflexive analysis of Liiqka. 
 
Scope 
 As I have foreshadowed above, this project explores a number of feminist concerns 
including the way women are often viewed or assessed against stereotypical labels that 
constrain their agency. However, men also are often subject to generalized beliefs that can 
be just as prejudiced and limiting. At the outset, it is important to declare that the purpose 
of this project is to examine whether restrictive notions of women and their bodies can be 
effectively contested within the text of a crime fiction novel, not to point the finger of 
blame at any particular group – such as men. This exegesis seeks to explore why women 
have been judged principally for the way they appear, rather than on the contribution they 
make to society, to the lives of their families, or to their work.  
Liiqka focuses on fat female models and popular crime fiction because the beauty 
industry and the contemporary crime fiction genre have traditionally displayed closed 
approaches to the size of women’s bodies. The overall objective is to expand the space and 
power available to women and in order to achieve this aim, Liiqka endeavours to push and 
subvert the boundaries of an industry and a genre that both privilege thin female 
stereotypes.  
While this approach clearly has a feminist intent, the novel cannot be viewed as a 
feminist crime fiction novel. Early research highlighted the difficulty of inserting feminist 
values into popular crime fiction and this is discussed under the section Criminal Bodies in 
the Literature Review below. Indeed, when drafting Liiqka, it became formidable to resist 
the masculinist nature of the genre. An example of this is the fat character of Sarabeth who 
was creatively imagined to challenge negative fat stereotypes by being portrayed as 
successful, beautiful and rich. However, one of the ways Sarabeth makes money is by 
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helping to promote alcoholic products to vulnerable underage girls, thus undermining the 
strength of her as a positive feminist role model. 
 It is therefore likely that a much more rigorous analysis and review of authorial 
decisions would be needed if a crime writer seeks to more precisely realise feminist 
objectives. Just how a feminist crime fiction novel might be structured is worthy of further 
research and investigation, but the reach of such a project is outside the scope of this 
dissertation. 
Rather, the approach chosen for Liiqka is to address feminist issues in a light-
hearted way, to enter the genre from the aspect of humour. As Alison Toron comments: 
“Although humour is neither inherently liberating nor inherently conservative, both 
humour and feminism have the potential to disrupt accepted ideologies, destabilize 
assumptions, and alter perceptions, and their combination is a potentially potent 
means of political intervention in literary texts (1). 
Subversive humour can be used to challenge established authority or traditional 
power relations because one of the ways humour operates is to offer fresh insights and 
question or ridicule what is held up to be accepted or normal. Particularly for women it can 
be a way to reclaim “certain forms of control over our own lives” (Barreca 12). As Arielle 
Greenberg asserts “levity is a feminist strategy; it serves as an undoing of the dominant 
order in both poetics and the culture at large” (qtd. in Tenaya 339). Kristen Wagner 
explains that humour is more a way of fighting back under cover: 
In many ways, comedy is an ideal genre for women to push boundaries and 
challenge traditional gender roles, as the genre has long been used as a means of 
masking transgression and of rendering acceptable a wide range of behaviors. (36) 
While humour can be therefore seen as a valuable weapon in the feminist arsenal, 
does it have a place in crime fiction, which deals with the serious topic of death? Actually, 
it is possibly because of the gravitas of the genre’s grim subject matter that comedy is often 
found lurking in its novels. Some obvious examples include series by Janet Evanovich 
(with bounty hunter, Stephanie Plum), Alexander McCall Smith (The No. 1 Ladies’ 
Detective Agency novels) and Kerry Greenwood (the Phryne Fisher mysteries). But 
Northern Irish crime writer, Colin Bateman claims that in the past, humour has always been 
a feature of the genre: 
You could argue that crime is crime, and shouldn’t be funny – but didn’t it start out 
with a good and smart sense of humour? Holmes and Watson were a double act, 
Agatha Christie’s Miss Marple and Dorothy L Sayers’s Lord Peter Wimsey always 
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played it for subtle laughs, and on the other side of the pond when “hardboiled” or 
“noir” fiction kicked in with Chandler and Hammett in the 20s and 30s, the one-
liners flew faster than the bullets. (“It’s no time to be funny”).   
Bruce Shaw agrees, claiming, “there is an identifiable lineage of humorous writing 
in crime fiction that ranges from mild wit to outright farce, burlesque, even slapstick. A 
mix of entertainment with instruction is a tradition in English letters” (31).  
The humour contained in Liiqka is a continuation of this trend, and also a 
subversive tactic to deliver feminist ideas in an amusing rather than a threatening way. 
Overall, my intention was to draft an entertaining read that would sometimes amuse and 
occasionally provoke, but would hold the reader’s interest to the end.  
 
Research Methods   
 The framework for my research is creative practice, and as such, the actual drafting 
of my novel has commanded an initial “enthusiasm of practice” (Haseman 5). In an attempt 
to investigate and understand situations of practice, I as the writer become the researcher 
not only generating the action of writing but observing and analysing what is produced, in 
the midst of the action. My writing, theories and imagined story ideas become the object of 
study.  
In relation to my work, my starting point stems from my active participation in a 
social environment that places a high value on the appearance of women’s bodies. Modern 
mediums such as television, movies, popular fiction, newspapers, magazines and the 
Internet all contribute to the contemporary discussion on women’s bodies. The process of 
writing the novel Liiqka is a way of entering the discussion and challenging the zeitgeist, a 
way of discovering alternatives and proposing a change, as Laurel Richardson suggests –
“writing ‘is a way of ‘knowing’ – a method of discovery and analysis. By writing in 
different ways, we discover new aspects of our topic and our relationship to it” (923).  
 Through my writing, I examine how women’s identities and sense of self are 
influenced by approval or disapproval of their bodies – by their shape, size, age and 
‘wellness’. In Liiqka, I creatively ‘embody’ the characters of women with a range of 
different bodily forms and experience. I discover what it ‘feels like’ to be inside the body of 
a middle-aged woman adjusting to life after mastectomy, to understand the concerns of a 
young woman whose body does not meet fashionable ideals, to imagine what it must be 
like for a woman whose body is ‘adrift’ in a sea of unfamiliar bodies in a strange culture or 
to simply enjoy projecting beauty and success onto an ‘undeserving’ fat female body. I 
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explore the boundaries between my own embodied knowledge and the imagined lived 
physicality of my characters. As a writing practitioner and a researcher, I am able to reflect 
on all these creative exercises and link them with my exegetical project which in turn 
informs my creative writing.  
 While the creative component of writing Liiqka is the major form of research I 
embrace for this project, in my Literature Review that follows, my research method 
broadens to encompass key areas relating to our understanding of the body. I found that 
while I had a superficial knowledge of the way women’s bodies are scrutinised in our 
culture, and an instinctive reaction based on my own personal history that railed against it, I 
lacked a grounded theoretical understanding of how this had come to be so widely accepted 
and practiced.  
 In the first section of my Literature Review, Women’s Bodies, I look at the current 
state of enculturated thinking surrounding women’s bodies, where women are often 
objectified and reduced to little more than their bodies. There exists a prescriptive and 
limiting idealisation of women’s bodies that is pervasive and has a detrimental affect on 
women’s self-esteem and agency. I sought to engage with a range of theorists in my effort 
to unpack what is it about women and their bodies that is so threatening that it needs to be 
contained. 
In Bodies of Thought, the psychoanalytic theories of Foucault and Lacan provide an 
insight into how woman emerged as a theoretical entity. Lacan’s concept of the Phallus as 
key signifier underpinning the universal governing order explains how power is invested in 
the masculine. Women as subjects cannot exist and are rendered as the “always-already 
Other which exists for the masculine subject” (Willette). Foucault’s work further explains 
how woman is a discursive product, based on a universally accepted body of knowledge 
deeply embedded in language and custom and therefore difficult to disrupt. Drawing from 
these theorists, it appears any attempt to challenge the status quo will be undermined by 
entrenched dynamic forces that perpetually reinforce the patriarchal pattern of thinking and 
being in the world.   
 However, American philosopher and gender theorist, Judith Butler mounts a 
feminist challenge to the immutability of the phallocratic order outlined by Lacan and 
Foucault. In the section, Performing Bodies, Butler’s concept of ‘performativity’ suggests 
there is scope to vary the way we perform stylized actions specific to our “core” gender, 
confounding the discursive regulation and discipline normally sustained by social 
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connivance or “tacit collective agreement to perform, produce, and sustain discrete and 
polar genders as cultural fictions” (Gender 171).  
Women’s bodies must constantly be monitored and governed lest they become 
‘bad’ bodies and descend into a state of abjection. The discursive construction of good and 
bad female bodies is a central focus of the work of feminist psychoanalyst, Julia Kristeva.  
In Abject Bodies, I review the implications of the abject or unacceptable body. Kristeva 
argues that by placing some bodies outside what is or can ever be ‘acceptable’ we are, in 
fact, cementing our own identity. Abject bodies are disturbing and disrupt the communal 
consensus underlying conventional concepts. As such they are instantly and eternally 
repulsive and when we encounter them it is an occasion of shock or trauma.  
Colossal Bodies introduces the emergence of Fat Studies5, an interdisciplinary field 
of academic study that confronts and critiques cultural bias against concepts of ‘fatness’ 
and ‘the fat body’. The fat studies movement began as an offshoot of the various identity 
politics of the 1960s and the academic field is similar to those that focus on issues of race, 
ethnicity, gender, or age. Fat Studies maintains fat people should be treated equally both 
socially and legally and investigates the negative associations our society has about the fat 
body and explains just who benefits from the oppression of fat people.  
In the final section of my Literature Review, Criminal Bodies, I review critical 
studies of crime fiction written by women, examining its feminist purpose and affect. Can 
the crime fiction genre challenge entrenched cultural views on women’s bodies or will it 
resist attempts to subvert its patriarchal underpinning?  
Subsequent to the Literature Review, I provide two case studies of crime fiction 
novels written by women; Leah Giarratano’s Vodka Doesn’t Freeze (2009) and Denise 
Mina’s The Field of Blood (2005). Both of these works feature problematic female bodies. I 
examine the way these writers have crafted embodied female subjectivity on the page and 
examine whether the writers have advanced the feminist project or have merely reiterated 
the masculinist nature of the genre.  
This is followed by an analysis and reflection on my creative processes and on my 
novel, Liiqka. I assess if Liiqka meets the definition of a crime fiction novel and whether I 
have effectively addressed the concerns as expressed in my preamble – namely the cultural 
policing of the female body, especially in regard to its look and shape. I demonstrate that 																																																								
5 The National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance (NAFA) has reclaimed the word ‘fat’ promoting its use as a 
positive signifier, and eschews the word ‘obese’ claiming it is negatively loaded term. http://www.naafaonline.com 
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my efforts to represent fictional characters that have positive relationships with culturally 
‘problematic’ bodies are achieved within the framework of the novel, and further, whether I 
am able to endow these female characters with strength and agency. Primarily, young Lucy 
Rushton achieves success despite not conforming to the mandatory underweight template 
required for top models. Casting agent Sarabeth Lee is “enormous, but young, rich and 
beautiful” (98) and my detective Mary Grimsley, Grim, is in her fifties and recovering from 
breast cancer but continues to the beat the odds and survive as an effective police 
investigator in the face of mounting pressure on her to retire.  
Finally, my conclusion evaluates the entire project and assesses how effectively my 
research has contributed to the advancement of insight and knowledge in regard to the way 
female bodies are shaped and presented in crime fiction. I conclude that there is scope to 
investigate issues relating to our conceptualisation of women’s bodies within crime fiction 
genre and I offer insights into further areas of study. 
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Chapter  2.   LITERATURE REVIEW  
Introduction   
 The Literature Review examines the entrenched social forces that restrict women’s 
actions and power, specifically the way these ubiquitous forces work to control women’s 
bodies. Women must ‘produce’ their bodies and learn how to perform their gender (Butler 
Gender). The lesson is learnt from a range of ambient and direct experiences, 
encouragements and sanctions – familial, social or political – all combining to instruct what 
is appropriate to the look and performance of being a woman, something that is not natural 
but must be accomplished. I examine the current state of enculturated thinking surrounding 
women’s bodies and the extent to which, in the contemporary social setting, women are 
caught up in the consequences of the reiteration of this performance and are often 
objectified and reduced to little more than their bodies. I demonstrate that the prescriptive 
and limiting idealisation of women’s bodies begins early and for many women, limits self-
esteem and agency.  
 The theories of Foucault and Lacan help us to understand why pre-determined 
attitudes to women and their bodies are so entrenched and difficult to overturn, yet many 
feminists who concede such roles are socially embedded, contend they are neither 
‘essential’ nor ‘unavoidable’. They argue that gender is a derived concept not a ‘natural’ 
entity; as Grosz explains, the body is something culturally produced “within a network of 
socio-historical relations instead of being tied to a fixed essence” (“Notes” 1). Feminist 
critique challenges the phallocratic symbolic order, which privileges male over female 
(regarded as the excluded ‘other’). In fact a number of feminists (Butler Gender, Grosz 
Sexual, Bordo Unbearable) assert that gender is a ‘performance’ that imitates ascribed roles 
rather than being a condition determined by sexual characteristics at birth. When women 
fail to meet mandated criteria of behaviour and appearance they are at risk of falling into 
the abject category signifying repulsion and rejection. This has been the particular living 
experience of fat women who are subject to unrelenting pressure to ‘be less’ than they are. 
However, fat women’s voices are beginning to be heard and the work of the fat acceptance 
movement has raised awareness of issues of fat equality and the interdisciplinary field of 
Fat Studies is engaged in critiquing negative constructions of the fat body. 
 Finally in the Literature Review I engage with critical studies of crime fiction 
written by women to assess whether the genre can override its inherent conservatism and 
challenge the reader to think in a new way about women’s agency and the way they can 
bodily be in the world.  
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Women’s Bodies 
Like many young girls, I learnt at an early age that looks matter and girls’ bodies 
are meant to appear a certain way, the Barbie way. Since 1959 over a billion Barbie dolls 
have been sold worldwide (BBC) and the model doll has become an enduringly fixed ideal 
of perfect femininity. But her sexualised body type is only achievable through surgical 
modification as a life-sized Barbie would be over 2 metres tall with a 112 cm bust and a 43 
cm waist (Hairston 5). National Size and Shape Survey of Australia of 2003 (Henneberg 
and Veitch 37) found that the average Australian woman weighs 73 kilos and requires a 14-
16 dress size (Henneberg and Veitch 37) and yet images of slender women 
disproportionately fill our magazines, televisions and movie screens.  
But why does this matter? Should we be so concerned that young girls are playing 
with, what is after all, just a toy? If we look at the bigger picture, then the answer is ‘yes’ 
because Barbie is just one example of the many ways young girls are socialised to learn 
that their bodies are not acceptable. Not surprisingly, researcher Jean Kilbourne found that 
“the self-esteem of girls plummets as they reach adolescence partly because they cannot 
possibly escape the message that their bodies are objects, and imperfect objects at that” 
(27). More worryingly, a 2005 study by Dohnt and Tiggermann outlines how a large 
number of little girls from as young as six years old are dissatisfied with their bodies and 
desire “a thinner ideal figure” (141), are aware of dieting strategies to lose weight and that 
some are beginning to engage in eating disordered behaviours which put them at risk of 
developing “subsequent lower self-esteem, decreased psychological well-being, increased 
eating disorder symptomatology, dieting behaviours, obesity and depression” (141).  
While this concern about body weight by the very young is lamentable it is hardly 
surprising when authoritative bodies such as Australia’s Peak Medical organisation, the 
AMA6 regards obesity as a cardinal crime against the economic body, with its current web 
site claiming that the “obesity epidemic cost[s] the nation $58 billion a year” (“Prevention 
Needed”) recommending that:  
The major focus and effort in preventing obesity should be on children and 
adolescents. Prevention and early intervention should start with the pregnant mother 
and foetus, and continue throughout infancy and childhood. (“Obesity”) 
																																																								
6 The Australian Medical Association (AMA) is the peak membership organisation representing the registered medical 
practitioners (doctors) and medical students of Australia. (http://ama.com.au/about/us) 
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It beggars belief that the term ‘intervention’ should be so blatantly espoused in this context, 
suggesting a disturbing conspiracy against women and their bodies, and that even in 
pregnancy it is not permissible for a woman’s body to be fat. However, this AMA 
recommendation is not so surprising when it is clear that “all phases of a woman's 
reproductive life, from menstruation through menopause, have been medicalized and 
subjected to expert control by the male dominated medical profession” (Sherwin 63). This 
reflects the fact that the patriarchal system has historically evolved to centre power and 
control in the hands of men. 
In a sense, men can be seen to own the space that bodies occupy; female bodies 
within that space signify a conditional occupation, dependent on male approval. Therefore 
the body of woman is already excess and contentious, forcing female bodies to be 
contained not only by a conditional size and shape, but also by what Iris Young terms the 
“inhibited intentionality of feminine bodily existence; a limited motility and agency” (5). 
This regulation of women’s bodies is a subset of an entire system of control that 
seeks to contain women – the governing system of patriarchy, where men are naturally 
regarded as the prime authority figures in our social organisation. Patriarchy asserts that 
key roles of political leadership, moral authority, and property ownership belong to men; its 
assertion of male rule and privilege is dependent upon and supported by a concomitant 
female subordination. Liikqa challenges these restrictive yet resilient attitudes to women, 
however it is first necessary to more fully comprehend why and how patriarchal control 
came about and is exercised.   
 
Bodies of Thought 
This section engages with the ideas of two twentieth century French intellectuals – 
philosopher, historian, and social theorist, Michel Foucault and psychoanalyst and 
psychiatrist, Jacques Lacan. Their work provides important background material on the 
construction of bodies and explains why it is difficult to contest inherited views of women 
and their bodies even in works of fiction. 
Michel Foucault 
The span of Foucault’s work covers the disciplines of history, sociology, 
psychology and philosophy and is complex and far-reaching in its attempt to understand 
“the ideas that shape our present” (Kelly). It is not the purpose here to engage with 
Foucault’s theories in detail, however, two key concepts inform our view of what bodies 
are and how they are controlled and are relevant to this dissertation.  
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The first of these is Foucault’s theory that bodies are discursively constructed by 
various social, economic, and historical forces, the “outcome of diverse systems of 
construction and ubiquitous conditioning” dispersed through authority represented by “a 
multiple network of diverse elements – walls, space institution, rules, discourse … a 
strategic distribution of elements of different nature and levels” (Discipline 296-307). 
These systems of power shape our knowledge of bodies and because of their combined 
embedded force it is difficult to resist or question such authority. For feminists, this is a 
daunting prospect because there is a monolithic block comprised of many and varied sub-
sets of authority coalescing together to maintain a traditional and entrenched position on 
what women’s bodies should be. 
Foucault’s explains how these powerful systematic forces shape our views on what 
is ‘normal’ or acceptable. He explains how bodies are subject to an overarching schema 
that upholds the status quo in regard to what bodies must be. When bodies can’t be 
incorporated within these conventional parameters, they are regarded as disruptive or 
transgressive.  
Fat bodies lie beyond what is possible and occasion ridicule, condemnation and 
abuse. For example, an organisation calling itself Overweight Haters Ltd handed out fat 
shaming cards to women on London’s subway, which said: “It’s really not glandular, it's 
your gluttony. Our organisation hates and resents fat people. We object to the enormous 
amount of food resources you consume while half the world starves” (Dicker). A features 
journalist, Ron Liddle writing for British Spectator online edition encouraged his readers to 
abuse fat people, arguing:  
Stigmatising has a point; it is not just fun to shout abuse at fat people, it is socially 
useful too. If fat people think there is nothing wrong with being fat, that nobody will 
think the worse of them for it, then they may well conclude that they should indeed 
remain fat, or even get fatter. (“Shouting abuse at fat people”) 
 In Australia, John Burk, an Iraqi war veteran and self-proclaimed fitness motivator, 
posted a video message for overweight people, calling them out for being “lazy, repulsive, 
and basically a blight on society” (Morrow). While we personally may find such views 
offensive there is plenty of evidence that shows they are not uncommon and that fat people 
are often the targets of public shaming.  
Foucault’s work, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison helps us to unpack 
and understand the strength and motivation of these negative views. Foucault argues the 
body is a cultural product, the outcome of diverse systems of construction and ubiquitous 
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conditioning. He asserts that by the mid 19th Century “the supervision of normality was 
firmly encased in a medicine or a psychiatry that provided it with a sort of ‘scientificity’; it 
was supported by a judicial apparatus which, directly or indirectly, gave it legal 
justification” (Discipline 296).    
 Foucault suggests that the human sciences emerged, “conveyed by a specific and 
new modality of power, a certain way of rendering the group of men docile and useful” 
(Discipline 300). The individual is caused to be both a subject and an object through a 
knowledge of and an acknowledgement of power: 
If it has been possible to constitute a knowledge of the body, this has been by way 
of an ensemble of military and educational disciplines. It was on the basis of power 
over the body that a physiological, organic knowledge of it became possible. 
(Power 59) 
For Foucault, the ‘carceral’ or prison system is at the basis of this power-knowledge 
nexus, with its reach pervading all aspects of society in a “mixture of legality and nature, 
prescription and constitution, the norm” (Discipline 304). Rather than authority emanating 
solely from a central government, it is represented by “a multiple network of diverse 
elements – walls, space institution, rules, discourse … a strategic distribution of elements 
of different nature and levels” (Discipline 307). Foucault identifies the Mettray, a detention 
facility for young boys of six to eighteen as the key to our understanding. For Foucault, the 
Mettray represents a step between the end of physical punishment of the body and the 
communal control of the body where power is dispersed through a knowledge and authority 
legitimised by the human sciences such as medicine and sociology.  
It is this omnipresent social control of the body in the modern era that helps to 
explain why journalists, ‘fat haters’ and fitness instructors feel justified in attacking fat 
people. They are exhibiting a social policing role authorised by a collective understanding 
of what is ‘permissible’ for contemporary bodies. All women, regardless of their size, are 
very aware that their bodies are continually being observed and judged. Because of this 
they police their own bodies, often engaging in practices that are unhealthy or make them 
unhappy. My novel Liiqka is an attempt to challenge these socially held opinions 
surrounding the size and shape of women’s bodies and to subvert widespread exclusion of 
non-normative bodies from what is regarded as socially acceptable.  
 Secondly Foucault’s notion of “perpetual observation” (Discipline 304) exemplified 
by Benthan’s Panopticon – a penitentiary design featuring a circular pattern that allows 
perpetual observation thus ensuring an “automatic functioning of power” (Discipline 200) – 
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explains how the social regulation of women’s bodies is so prevalent that women 
themselves internalise controls to discipline or disapprove of their own forms. Foucault 
explains: 
The perfection of power should tend to render its actual exercise unnecessary; that 
this architectural apparatus should be a machine for creating and sustaining a power 
relation independent of the person who exercises it; in short, that the inmates should 
be caught up in a power situation of which they are themselves the bearers. 
(Discipline 201) 
The Panopticon concept shows how the enveloping reach of authority is combined 
with the internalisation of its control within the individual. This affects women in two 
ways; firstly they are aware of ubiquitous messages from the media, their families, their 
medical advisers, their friends, their work colleagues that their bodies are meant to look a 
certain (slim) way, and secondly they internalise this message and see their bodies as 
objects which they must self-police.  
Women must ‘produce’ their bodies, and try to live up to an artificial ideal, often 
exemplified by media role models, even if this means endangering the body through 
extreme practices such as anorexia and bulimia, or transformative intervention such as 
plastic surgery. Feminist psychoanalyst Susie Orbach notes that women’s “search for 
contentment focused around the body is a hallmark of our times” (13), and lists a range of 
conditions from eczema to obesity as visible signs of the body in distress. Orbach sheets 
blame home to “social forces, family preoccupations and transgenerational body trauma” 
(13).   
 Foucault argued that from the 18th Century the regulation of bodies set up rules about 
what bodies are permitted and forbidden to do because society has an investment in how 
the body behaves, especially in regard to sexuality. Foucault argues that “the deployment of 
alliance is attuned to a homeostasis of the social body, which it has the function of 
maintaining” (History 104), but this is not due to a focus on its reproductive role, but on 
“its exploitation as an object of knowledge and an element in relations of power” (History 
105). 
For Foucault then, the body is a discursive product, with understanding of what the 
body means emerging through language and accepted historical and cultural perceptions. 
Because of this, it is not possible for the body to escape its prescribed construct or for us to 
envisage a natural body, free from cultural formation. Catriona Macleod and Kevin 
Durrheim suggest that Foucault’s position leads to the conclusion that “social improvement 
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is impossible, as successful resistance means simply changing one discursive identity for 
another, thus creating new oppressions” (52).  
 Foucault does, however suggest that the body can be a location of resistance against 
power, because the symbolic contains the potential for its own resistance as an unforeseen 
consequence of its own effects. Foucault reveals that “Where there is power, there is 
resistance, and yet, or rather consequently, this resistance is never in a position of 
exteriority in relation to power” (History 95). Because Foucault, regards resistance as 
almost pointless, rather than provide examples of where it has been successful, he asks: 
Are there no great radical ruptures, massive binary divisions, then? Occasionally, yes. 
But more often one is dealing with mobile and transitory points of resistance, 
producing cleavages in society that shift about, fracturing unities and effecting 
regroupings, furrowing across individuals themselves, cutting them up and remolding 
them, marking off irreducible regions in them in their bodies and minds. (History 
930) 
 Foucault enriches our understanding of the strictures surrounding women’s bodies 
and the underlying social investment made in establishing boundaries that have served to 
contain women’s bodies and restrict their agency and how women themselves end up 
internalising the rules that ultimately disempower them. His suggestion, however, that 
resistance is possible resonates with the efforts of the fat acceptance movement that will be 
discussed in the section below, Colossal Bodies. 
Jacques Lacan 
By referring to the theories of Jacques Lacan readers may anticipate that this 
dissertation will apply psychoanalytic literary criticism to the novels I have chosen as case 
studies, or to Liiqka and its characters, or indeed to my underlying motivations as an 
author. However, the purpose here is not to view these works through a Lacanian prism but 
to merely elucidate the theories of Lacan which contextualise the embedded nature of 
women’s oppressed condition. Many of Lacan’s ideas have had a powerful influence on 
subsequent feminist critique, principally his valediction of language as a symbolic order 
that embodies social law and stability. Lacan theorises that this symbolic order organises 
the imaginary and encompasses the experience of human existence. It is through this order 
that the real world we experience becomes comprehensible or logical and we are able to 
assume an identity or subjectivity. However, this order is also per se, essentially masculine 
and heterosexist. 
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Just as visual perception is crucial to the integration of the personality of the 
subject, speech and language play a fundamental role in establishing understanding of a 
complex environment of objects, people and relationships. Meaning emerges through the 
interplay of signifiers, of words and their context. Lacan explains, “the act of speech is a 
mode of functioning coordinated to a symbolic system that is already established, typical 
and significant” (Seminar 88), and “language and its structure exist prior to the moment at 
which each subject at a certain point in his mental development makes entry into it” (Écrits 
163). However, because of its masculine positioning, Lacan argues that woman is a 
construction, a fantasy subordinated to the oneness of the phallic signifier: 
This the is a signifier. It is by means of this the that I symbolise the signifier whose 
place must be marked and which cannot be left empty. This the is a signifier 
characterised by being the only signifier which cannot signify anything, but which 
merely constitutes the status of the woman as being not all. Which forbids our 
speaking of The woman. (Feminine Sexuality 73). 
It is hardly surprising that Lacan’s position on sexual difference, exemplified by 
bold statements like “there is no such thing as a sexual relationship” (Feminine Sexuality 
12) and “there is no such thing as Woman” (Feminine Sexuality 72), provoke a strong 
response from feminists, like leading French theorist, linguist and philosopher, Luce 
Irigaray. She challenges Lacan’s negation of female subjectivity:  
The rejection, the exclusion of a female imaginary certainly puts woman in the 
position of experiencing herself only fragmentarily, in the little-structured margins 
of a dominant ideology, as waste, or excess, what is left of a mirror invested by the 
(masculine) “subject” to reflect himself. (This Sex Which Is Not One 30)  
This Lacanian concept of the ‘mirror image’ explains how identity relies on external 
images of self (such as a mirror) to form an internal notion of itself.  For Lacan, bodily 
integrity or a unity of the subject develops through early recognition in a mirror, initially as 
an infant. Lacan regards the mirror-stage as a “function of the imago” designed to 
“establish a relation between the organism and its reality” (Écrits 1). The reflected image 
combines as a whole, what was before an interior intelligence of different senses, instincts, 
body parts, thoughts, emotions and activities, described by Lacan as “the real” (Écrits xi), 
which cannot be articulated. Through the reflected image, the subject is able to internalise 
what the external attributes are that form a boundary or field of action in relation to self-
identity and behaviour. For Lacan the visual nature of agency is a fundamental element in 
the development of the ego ideal.  
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Put simply, Lacan states, “the mirror-image would seem to be the threshold of the 
visible world” (Écrits 3), and identifies this as the “imaginary order” (Écrits 41). However, 
this image also contains a fantasy because the subject is split into two selves; the imaginary 
self as seen in the mirror, and the real self that is experienced. Completeness is illusory and 
the subject experiences a “lack” (Écrits xiii), or a deficiency between the actuality of living 
and the way this can ever be represented, resulting in a continual quest for self-
identification. For Lacan, the subject can never be whole, nor possess a stable sense of 
structured identity.  
For women, this lack is exacerbated because the image that informs their view of 
themselves is not purely the one in the mirror. Women are surrounded by media images 
that indicate that their reflection is not acceptable or should be improved upon. In fact, the 
entire fashion, beauty and weight loss industry is built upon the disparity between 
manipulated images and the actual reflected image women see of themselves. Neither is 
what Lacan regarded as the ‘real’ but women must try and locate an identity for themselves 
based on their lived experience, their reflected image and the many and various images that 
surround them. 
 The fashion model is a living but nonetheless fabricated prototype of what women 
should ‘model’ their appearance on. While my main character, Lucy, is setting out on a 
career as a model, her body does not align to the prescribed mould, thus creating a tension 
between the accepted image and the reality. While Lucy sees that her body does not ‘fit’ 
she resists this positioning and perseveres in her pursuit of her modelling aims. In my 
portrayal of Lucy I have attempted to approximate Lacan’s notion of the ‘real’ employing 
an inner dialogue for the character, rather than merely painting an external portrait of the 
way Lucy looks. This approach will be discussed more fully in Chapter Four – Reflexive 
Practice.  
Lacan’s concept of the gaze is also relevant to my work. Laura Mulvey recognises 
that Lacan’s symbolic order, though denying the subjectivity of woman, at least advances 
the feminist project by revealing the roots of oppression, and providing an “understanding 
of the status quo of the patriarchal order in which we are caught” (7). Mulvey proposes that 
traditional narrative film reflects Lacan’s psychoanalytic schema by positioning woman as 
the erotic object of male desire, “isolated, glamorous, on display, sexualised” (10), gazed at 
by both the men within the frame of the screen and by those in the audience. She discusses 
the limiting function of woman as image, arguing, “in a world ordered by sexual imbalance, 
pleasure in looking has been split between active/male and passive/female. The 
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determining male gaze projects its fantasy onto the female figure” (10). Similarly, the 
fashion model occupies a comparable position – an artefact on display, beautiful but 
untouchable, an object of (male) desire, an instructive prototype to edify and but not 
represent any lived reality of actual women.    
In summary, the theories of both Foucault and Lacan are relevant to my project 
which aims to examine whether the crime fiction novel can offer an opportunity to 
investigate issues relating to women’s identity and empowered embodiment. Foucault’s 
pervasive power-knowledge nexus is relevant to our understanding of the regulation of 
women’s bodies. While there is no law that stipulates women should be a certain size or 
look a certain way, there is a social imperative for women to be slim, young and sexually 
appealing. This is reinforced daily through the media, especially in film, TV and 
magazines. Women internalise the ideal of what it is to be the ‘correct’ woman, and many 
exert a significant effort in trying to align with that concept.  
The notion of the panopticon that suggests people are always observed, has an 
implication for women who are always on display, always being judged. This has an 
adverse impact on their own self-image and the way they comport their bodies. Feminist 
Diana Myers writes that in order to combat this, women need “feminist discursive politics 
aimed at making imagery available to women that would help them shed the bonds of 
internalized oppression” (189).  
 Lacan explains how, in a patriarchal society, woman is seen as an object, and has no 
intrinsic validity. His concept of the imaginary helps us to understand that the unconscious 
is reliant on going beyond the instinctive experience of existence by creating an imaginary 
conception of the world that is expressed and coded by linguistic symbols. Between the 
imaginary and the symbolic, the notion of woman is created. This is not real woman but an 
image of what woman might be in relation to the governing masculinist heterosexist order. 
The fashion world that I write about reflects this illusory projection of woman’s image; the 
creation of fantasy that nevertheless is sustained by professional and personal investment 
on a global basis.  
Finally, Lacan’s ideas regarding lack and desire are also relevant as fashion by its 
very nature constantly reinvents itself, offering new objects of desire which might be 
secured but never ultimately satisfy, as Lacan suggests desire can never be satisfied, but 
merely replaced by a new desire. As Slavoj Zizek comments “desire’s raison d’etre … is 
not to realize its goal, to find full satisfaction, but to reproduce itself as desire” (7). The 
obvious parallel here is the multi-million dollar diet industry that operates on people’s 
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desire to look different through the marketing of a range of products that ultimately fail to 
deliver but continue to fuel the desire to be slim.  
 
Performing Bodies 
The fashion world of Liiqka is a prime site for the observation of how women’s 
bodies and behaviour are modelled on a template that ultimately reinforces social codes that 
restrict women’s power. Liiqka seeks to reflect feminist concern at the way women’s 
bodies are shaped and influenced by a range of entrenched cultural forces that serve to 
support the existing patriarchal hegemony. Women are observed as objects, living 
‘dummies’ on which ideal images of women can be projected. When young model, Lucy 
Rushton is attending her first Fashion Week in Sydney she is told not to show any 
expression on her face. Her mentor, the more experienced European model Eugenzia, 
advises her: “remember - be like corpse, no life, no speak, they do to you like dead body – 
yes?” (Liiqka 7). 
 Lucy is reduced to being an unthinking, non-responsive body, an object in someone 
else’s imagining. Iris Young explains woman regards her body as an object to be groomed 
to suit the gaze of those who observe and judge it, so she must live her body and not merely 
exist as an object. Thus woman experiences her life as a contradiction; “she cannot be in 
unity with herself but must take a distance from and exist in discontinuity with her body” 
(44). Fredrickson and Roberts agree and explain that in our culture women are “viewed as 
bodies which exist for the use and pleasure of others” (175), while Sandra Bartky drawing 
on the work of Foucault, describes how the “disciplinary practices of femininity” represent 
“an oppressive and inegalitarian system of sexual subordination” (Femininity 75).   
Butler raises objections to what she terms as the Lacanian “hegemonic symbolic of 
(heterosexist) sexual difference” (Bodies 91), that excludes woman from a subjective 
position and nominates the phallus as the master signifier. For Butler, gender identity is an 
embodied action that does not exist outside of its actions: “What we take to be an integral 
essence of gender is manufactured through a sustained set of acts, posited through the 
gendered stylisation of the body” (Gender xv). However, Butler suggests because the 
subject is a site of competing discourses constantly re-enacted, the resultant instability 
provides for variations in performance, which can subvert and destablise the hegemonic 
power existing within these pre-existing discourses. This is a key insight for feminist 
writers seeking to challenge conservative paradigms through their creative work. For 
example, genre fiction is a site for reinscription of cultural norms but a crime novel is an 
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affirmation of the social order established through an instance of temporary disruption. I 
contend this momentary disturbance has the potential to effect a rupture in the continuum 
of anticipated gender performance and thus may offer potential to undermine the 
perpetuation of restrictive gendered identity.  
Butler’s work is relevant to the concerns of Liiqka, especially in relation to how 
women exercise agency and deal with their own corporeality. Within the frame of the 
fashion industry, a model’s worth is inextricably linked to her physical attributes and how 
well she performs or brings to life the accepted construct of ‘woman’. In Liiqka the fashion 
models not only perform a way of being ‘woman’, but their purpose is to model behaviour 
to instruct other women how to play out their gender roles. The challenge for me as a writer 
with feminist intentions is to demonstrate that gendered identity firstly is a performance and 
secondly that it is one that can be circumscribed with impunity. The point is that the 
expectations projected onto women’s bodies and the concomitant restrictions to women’s 
agency disempower all women and can have extreme consequences for some, as the work 
of Julia Kristeva explains below.  
 
Abject bodies 
 The masculinist hegemonic cultural construct explained by Foucault and Lacan, and 
challenged by Butler help explain what forces are at work in the formation of the ideal in 
relation to women’s bodies. Good female bodies conform to established codes and 
precepts. However feminist philosopher and psychoanalyst, Julia Kristeva illuminates how 
at the other extreme, undesirable bodies, typically the fat female body, can veer towards the 
abject. Kristeva argues that abjection is part of a necessary path to the development of 
identity, because by expelling those things that are revolting to us, that have no meaning in 
terms of the subject, we are able to confirm the borders of our concept of self. The notion 
of abjection is relevant to my project’s aim to valorise non-normative women’s bodies.  
The abject cannot be tolerated because it relates to the point of breakdown of the 
individual self, the loss of distinction between the subject and the object or what Kristeva 
sees as that thing that “disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, 
positions, rules” (4). The abject lies beyond the symbolic border, but puts it at risk. Barbara 
Creed writes that the abject must be “propelled away from the body and deposited on the 
other side of an imaginary border which separates the self from that which threatens the 
self” (65).  
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 Kristeva’s description of the abject is particularly useful in the discursive 
construction of good and bad female bodies and particularly relevant to the way we view 
fat bodies belonging to women.  Le’a Kent comments that the fat body is “caught up in a 
narrative of erasure,” arguing that “in the public sphere, fat bodies, and fat women’s bodies 
in particular, are represented as a kind of abject: that which must be expelled to make all 
other bodily representations and functions, even life itself, possible” (370-1). Cecilia 
Hartley relates this back to the underlying patriarchal structure that requires women to be 
subordinate to men and therefore women’s “bodies must demonstrate that inferiority” (62). 
She asserts that by becoming large, a woman “implicitly violates the sexual roles that place 
her in physical subordination to a man” (62). 
 We have seen that the governing patriarchal system interprets and governs our 
world and decides what female bodies are within that sphere. Women are tolerated and 
given provisional approval so long as they conform to the rules that men assign, including 
meeting male expectations relating to the way they look. The fat woman, for example, 
veers on the abject and compounds the fragile positioning of woman because she 
transgresses and threatens what is an already tenuous position; her body represents an 
unmanageable force to both males and other females. She is seen to be rupturing the 
perimeters that define stability and order, to be breaking male rules in a way that is highly 
visible, blatant and therefore impermissible.  
The ideologies touched on above pinpoint how prevailing historical forces have 
combined to mandate a universal and seemingly immutable framework of patriarchal 
authority that remains at the core of our psychological and social foundation, affecting 
every aspect of our lives. Lacan’s theories reveal the Phallus is the prime signifier forming 
a masculine bedrock of power and control and that la femme n'existe pas (The Seminar 68); 
woman is an imagined concept and can only ever be an object, or something ‘other’ to the 
only subject – man. As a result, bodily women are caught in an inescapable relationship 
with an ‘unreal’ image projected from the male gaze that can only ever be approximated 
through a range of feminine cultural practices, not always benign (for example, female 
circumcision/genital mutilation). As Susan Bordo says, women’s bodies “are fed on 
fantasies or re-arranging, transforming and correcting, limitless improvement and change” 
(Unbearable xvii). Women’s behaviour, shape and appearance are thus prescribed 
undermining their freedom, authenticity and agency.  
Foucault enriches our understanding of the complexity at work here when he 
explains that the web of knowledge concentrating these established masculinist forces is 
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ubiquitous and it’s blueprint inherent in language and custom. Further, Foucault contends 
that the rules upholding the status quo are internalised and strengthened by self-
surveillance, judgement and correction (Discipline and Punish 207). Butler, however takes 
us in a new direction with her focus on gender as performance and suggests that scope 
exists to vary the reiteration of established enactments of sexual roles and thus there exists 
potential to rewrite the gendered script (Gender Trouble 201). Yet Kristeva explains that 
when women transgress established codes and rules governing the appearance of the female 
body they risk being expelled from the social body and condemned to what is viewed as 
repulsive and intolerable –“ the jettisoned object, is radically excluded” (Powers of Horror 
157). 
Liiqka challenges these rules through the popular medium of crime fiction, which, I 
contend offers the potential to subvert existing values surrounding the female image. While 
I have chosen the format of a crime fiction novel as the field of endeavour to mount my 
challenge, there has also been a scholarly approach made by the academy in relation to fat 
bodies that has informed my work.  
 
Colossal Bodies 
 The burgeoning field of Fat Studies is an extension of the grassroots “fat liberation” 
movement that emerged in the late 1960s that opposed the vilification of fat people. Fat 
Studies is now regarded as an important interdisciplinary field producing a constant stream 
of journal papers, dissertations, panels, conferences and books – e.g. Bodies Out of Bounds 
(Braziel and Lebesco, 2001), The Fat Studies Reader (Rothblum and Solovay, 2009), Fat 
Shame (Farrell, 2011) – across a range of perspectives including anthropology, sociology, 
fiction, memoir, law, health and LBGT Studies. Fat Studies challenges the contemporary 
medical model that prescribes weight-loss as a means of attaining health, and views the 
concept of ‘fatness’ as a culturally constructed category of human difference with links to 
similar oppressions based on gender, race, social class, and sexual identity.  
 Paul Campos, author of The Diet Myth: Why America's Obsessions with Weight is 
Hazardous to your Health (2005), writes: “We live in a culture that tells the average 
American woman, dozens of times per day, that the shape of her body is the most important 
thing about her, and she should be disgusted by it” (xx). This negative message is 
reinforced by various multinational weight-loss and pharmaceutical companies who, 
according to Eric Oliver, fund research into the ‘obesity epidemic’ in a seemingly 
“politically orchestrated campaign to capitalize on America’s growing weight” issues (x). 
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Indeed recent market research indicates that the value of the United States weight loss 
market is worth over $60B a year shared between companies such as Weight Watchers, 
Herbalife, Jenny Craig and NutriSystem (Marketdata Enterprises). 
 While the financial worth of the weight loss industry is telling, Marilyn Wann, a 
pioneer in the field – her book Fat! So? was published in1998 – approaches Fat Studies 
from a social justice standpoint, and stresses the need for the researcher to adopt a 
subjective viewpoint to connect with those suffering from weight-based discrimination that 
impacts on all area of their lives; for example many are excluded from health insurance or 
prevented from participating in IVF treatments (Fat Studies i-xv). Life as a fat person is 
inherently ‘suspect’ and fat individuals subsequently experience inescapable stigma, 
especially if female. Australian researcher, Samantha Murray explains that “fat women are 
always already policed by their cultural context, as well as policing themselves in and 
through their internalisation of negative assumptions about fat flesh” (“Women under/in 
control?”). The cultural prohibitions relating to fat bodies relate primarily to fat women’s 
bodies as in a sense the fat male body is an oxymoron because once a male body becomes 
fat it is feminised – “male fatness is construed as derisively feminine. In this way, fat 
becomes a gendered antagonist of masculinity and an entity to be controlled by force” 
(Contois).  
 While scholars and grass roots activists work to challenge stereotypes surrounding 
women’s bodies, my project aims to approach questions relating to women’s bodies 
through my novel Liiqka. I am particularly motivated to depict women of size in an 
inclusive, positive way. However, the ability of crime fiction to seriously address feminist 
issues has often been questioned. The following section explains how the genre’s inherent 
formulaic makeup, its conservative moral function and the lasting impact of the hard-boiled 
school together function to limit the subversive potential for female authored crime fiction 
to co-opt the genre for feminist purposes. A review of theoretical and critical studies of 
crime fiction examining the genre’s resistance to feminist revision may lead to a more 
nuanced strategy in my writing. 
 
Criminal Bodies 
Since the nineteen-eighties, investigation into the way Crime Fiction represents 
women, and the relationship between their image and identity has been the focus of key 
manuscripts including seminal works by Sally Munt – Murder by the Book? Feminism and 
the Crime Novel (1994), Glenwood Irons’ Feminism in Women’s Detective Fiction (1995), 
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Priscilla L. Walton and Manina Jones’ Detective Agency: Women Rewriting the Hard-
Boiled Tradition (1999), Susan Rowland’s From Agatha Christie to Ruth Rendell: British 
women writers in detective and crime fiction (2000), and Gill Plain's Twentieth-Century 
Crime Fiction: Gender, Sexuality and the Body (2001). These works established the field as 
a fertile area of academic activity and reflect one of the major concerns of second wave 
feminism7, principally, the equality of women in the workforce, in that they discuss the 
emergence of professional female private eyes, detectives and investigators as characters in 
crime fiction written by women.  
Following this initial surge, regular publication of similar studies continues and 
includes Linda Mizejewski’s Hardboiled & High Heeled: The Woman Detective in Popular 
Culture (2004), Rosemary Johnsen’s Contemporary Feminist Historical Crime Fiction 
(2006), Elizabeth Blakesley Lindsay’s Great Women Mystery Writers (2007) and Lucy 
Sussex’s Women Writers and Detectives in Nineteenth-Century Crime Fiction: the mothers 
of the mystery genre (2010). PhD students have also contributed to the field, notably in 
Australia, crime writers Inga Simpson’s Lesbian detective fiction: the outsider within (QUT 
2008) and Cathy Cole’s From Davitt to deconstruction: politics and social commentary in 
feminist crime fiction (UTS 2001) both demonstrate how crime fiction may be used to 
engage in feminist discourse. Articles foregrounding feminist theory in relation to crime 
fiction appear regularly in a wide range of peer-reviewed international journals, such as 
Clues: A Journal of Detection (see Muller, 2012; Keetley, 2012; Severin, 2010).  
 Most scholars agree that women crime writers have been influenced by the hard-
boiled detective fiction of the late 1920s -1960s, written by the likes of James M. Cain, 
Dashiell Hammett, and Raymond Chandler, described as “gender-based, masculinist and 
individuated” (Smith, J. 80). Typically, the central character of this style of fiction is the 
private investigator (PI) – a fearlessly masculine ‘outsider’ in a world where “the powerful 
were corrupt, the villainous sought to harm the innocent, the governing authorities were 
often incompetent, and it was up to an intrepid individual to save the day” (Almond 3). The 
PI is cynical, tough-talking, moral and exhibits a “willingness to be physically or 
emotionally wounded” (Cengage 3). Margaret De Rosia comments that these books 
circumscribe “women's agency by representing predominantly male detectives and femmes 
																																																								
7 The Women’s Liberation Movement, or Second Wave of Feminism of the1960s and 1970s sought to achieve equal 
opportunities for women, most notably in the paid workforce. See http://feministactivism.com/tag/second-wave-
feminism/. 
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fatales in narratives that punish women for their sexual, economic, and social 
transgressions” (527). 
 Women writers have attempted to disrupt these stereotypes through feminist 
engagement with the genre. Early female adaptors of the genre focused their attention on 
the career of the professional female detective, demonstrating that women can operate in a 
man’s world, that of power. This is particularly evident in the work of Sara Paretsky, 
(Indemnity Only, 1982), Sue Grafton, (“A” is for Alibi, 1982) and Marcia Muller (Edwin of 
the Iron Shoes, 1977) whom Laura Ng claims “present a feminist version of the hard-boiled 
genre” with “political agendas, the protest of social hierarchies, and the promotion of social 
change . . . at the center of the work” (211).  
 Sarah Paretsky’s female private investigator, V. I. Warshawski, mirrors the traits of 
the earlier PI’s, because as Paretsky explains: 
I wanted to have a woman detective, because I was so put off by the way women in 
crime fiction acted. Either they weren’t there at all, or they would be total victims, 
or they'd be sexually active, so then you knew they were rotten to the core (13). 
While Paretsky’s instigation to write female-centred crime fiction reflects a genuine 
aspiration to demonstrate the expansion of a woman’s role, critics argue that the project 
largely fails. Gill Plain labels Warshawski as the “most hard-boiled ‘feminist’ detective in 
print” (164), and claims the crime fiction genre offers a prime site for the development of 
feminist readings, because its “profound investment in dynamics of power inevitably 
incorporates discourses of gender and sexuality” (8). However, Plain concludes that not 
only does Paretsky fail to achieve this but also her character of Warshawski “threatens to 
implode under the contradictions of her subject position” (164):  
Although the fictions superficially seem to succeed in creating a fantasy of feminist 
agency, in fact the project is riven with contradictions, creating a series of detective 
fairy tales that reinstate rather than overthrow the rigid systems of rule, reward and 
punishment.  (142)  
 Bryce Campbell also claims Paretsky’s novels are not subversive because “gender 
boundaries do not blur or transform, for the [gender] roles stay consistent” (142), and in 
fact, such transpositions merely serve to “strengthen prescribed gender configurations, for 
they then appear immutable” (143). Marty Roth goes further, declaring the “controlling 
assumption is that in detective fiction, gender is genre and genre is male” with female 
investigators merely “feminine notations that perform a masculine function” (xiv). Sue 
Thornham agrees, claiming that for a female character to become the hero of a crime fiction 
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novel, she must “appropriate agency, action, command the occupation of public space, 
discursive authority and the control of the investigative gaze. All of these, of course, run 
counter to the norms of femininity” (69).   
Anne Cranny-Francis acknowledges that the women’s movement inspired women 
to “use generic fiction as part of a conscious political strategy to explore the social 
construction of women’s lives” (69). In her analysis of several contemporary women crime 
writers Cranny-Francis observes that the texts are concerned with “the politics of the 
detective fiction narrative, particularly with its sexual politics” (70). However, she notes 
that by and large the novels fail to resist conservative sexual positioning, showing “just 
how strong generic conventions can be” and how these “can subvert the writers’ apparent 
political program in a text” (81).  
Kathleen Klein supports this view, arguing crime fiction remains fixed on a 
predictable formula “whose sex/gender valuations reinforce male hegemony” and this 
therefore renders women as inadequate, and the professional woman detective “a 
contradiction in terms” (225). The genre, she argues, appears to uphold the status quo and 
the way women are portrayed continues to be “traditional, stereotyped and restrictive” 
(225). Klein does allow that the work of writers such as Sue Grafton and Sara Paretsky 
disrupt the form, but that ultimately crime fiction by women presents only “a mild 
challenge to the dominant social order . . . not a radical assault on it” (155). Klein 
concludes that crime fiction is inherently conservative in its sexual politics and that the 
genre itself is confined within masculinist parameters that condemn female detectives to 
failure, both professionally and personally.  
Joy Palmer agrees, suggesting that the crime novel is “defined by its masculinist 
drive to know” and is “always already a masculinist genre, and the protagonist, by default, 
always male”. She questions “the ability of generic fiction, with its rigid, formulaic 
conventions and patriarchal world-ordering, to espouse a kind of effective subversion of 
gender norms” (56). Cathy Cole also questions how far a female author can “pursue 
feminist polemical interests in a novel which must, above all, be a pacy read, full of 
submerged clues and red herrings, dramatic and obfuscating yet resolved with clear 
explanation, all dots dotted, all ts crossed” (142). 
Sally Munt examines a range of mystery-solving women characters to determine 
whether crime fiction can resist the genre's masculinist origins but on the whole finds that 
the form is “intransigent” (118), and various attempts to subvert it “transgress the existing 
structure” but fail to change it (90). Munt concedes, however, that within that structure, 
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“crime fiction clearly can manifest feminine novelistic forms, and feminist political 
agendas” (207).  
Maureen T Reddy is more hopeful. She claims the entry of female sleuths into 
crime fiction demonstrates that women can compete in a “traditionally male-dominated 
territory, their authors are creating a distinct counter-tradition . . . questioning and revising 
the philosophical underpinnings of the genre” (407). Katherine and Lee Horsley agree and 
conclude that crime novels written by women indicate, “an expansion of the existing 
possibility set – a broadening of what was once a predominantly masculine genre and an 
enlargement of the possibilities it offers for complex explorations of female identity” (398).  
It would seem that the emergence of female-authored crime fiction with its central 
female characters since the 1980s reflects a feminist-driven intention to demonstrate how 
women might stake a claim on power, yet many critics writing at the end of the twentieth 
century view the genre’s entrenched patriarchal codes resistant to change and any efforts to 
re-frame its positioning of women predestined to fail, best summed up in the words of 
Alison Littler, who argues that if the term “feminist refers to a woman deconstructing 
phallocentric ideologies wherever they are naturalized and structured into social, cultural 
and political practices, then a feminist private eye is a contradiction in terms” (133). 
However, more recent views seem to take a broader and more optimistic approach. 
Elizabeth Lindsay claimed in 2007, “the growth of opportunities for women to publish in 
the field can certainly be counted as a victory for feminism” (4) and Adrienne Gavin 
writing in 2010 makes the point that, despite the naysayers, “feminist crime writing itself is 
alive and thriving” (269). Ashley McAllister agrees, writing in her blog the same year, “I've 
been pleased to find that feminist mystery novels aren’t as hard to find as one might think,” 
and defines her terms as  – “mystery novels with complex female characters that analyze 
and protest sexist culture” (McAllister). While writing coach Nina Munteanu asks: “Is it so 
hard to see a woman as a person first: championing a cause, delivering a world from evil 
and injustice, overcoming a great obstacle to become enlightened?” (“Women Heroes”). 
 Australian scholar Rachel Franks, writing in 2014, claims that while the realism of 
the genre demands an accurate depiction of “everyday life … it appears equally true that 
the genre has also been appropriated as a vehicle for predicting, and demanding, change” 
(58). Franks claims that the “generic constraints of writing crime fiction do in fact allow for 
slippage, and that in this play scope emerges, too, to challenge dominant social paradigms, 
especially those pertaining to women’s traditional roles” (58). 
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When female characters are depicted transcending gendered conventions of the 
body, working against traditional gendered constraints and exhibiting qualities of 
independence and agency, they engage and often empower a committed following of the 
genre’s women readers. Women writers of crime fiction, therefore, have the capacity to 
challenge cultural myths and societal assumptions regarding gender roles by demonstrating 
how they may be subverted. I shall examine how closely Liiqka comes to meeting these 
goals in the self-reflexive chapter below. 
 
Conclusion 
The Literature Review investigates the entrenched social forces that restrict 
women’s power and control women’s bodies. Women are instructed from a very early age 
that their bodies are not their own – they must be shaped, groomed, slimmed and ‘reigned 
in’ to conform with dominant social, cultural and political prescripts governed by a 
universal patriarchal order.  
The feminist response acknowledges these seemingly immutable forces snare 
women in an illusory masculine gaze – superficial, not ever real nor of any substance. It 
distorts women’s value, undermines their status and fails to provide a balanced picture of 
the diverse contribution women make to the functioning of the real world. Judith Butler 
maintains gender is an expression of an identity category shaped by culture; its 
‘performance’ constantly reinforced by the prevailing normative heterosexual forces within 
society. Butler argues that as the systems governing such performance are merely repetitive 
acts whose origins are lost in history and rely on continual reenactment, they can be 
challenged and substituted through alternative and subversive performative acts. 
Julia Kristeva explains that women who are unable to control their bodies in an 
acceptable way disturb established norms and cultural models that fortify social order and 
they risk slipping into the category of the abject – something that is vile and is violently 
rejected. Kristeva explains when we encounter the abject we experience trauma and 
distress. Because the world is structured to serve the authority of male privilege, the 
uncontained and undifferentiated woman is a threat to male identity and the accepted social 
order. The abject can never fit in or be assimilated but persists because its value lies in its 
contribution to subject formation, delineating the boundaries of what is acceptable, 
containable or viable. Lesleigh Owen explains fat bodies are exemplars of the abject – 
“sources of horror, marginalisation and shame” that exist in “borderlands … of 
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ambivalence and paradox” but regards this ambivalent space as a territory that offers 
opportunities for challenge and change (2-11). 
The cross-disciplinary field of Fat Studies critically examines this potential and 
critiques cultural attitudes and practices about body weight and acceptance, seeking to 
address the negative associations related to the fat body. Scholars working in the field help 
us understand and deconstruct freighted notions of ‘fatness’ and ‘obesity’ and the demands 
and constrictions placed on all bodies, especial those belonging to women.  
Having established a grounded understanding of the cultural construction of bodies, 
the review of critical studies of crime fiction authored by women provides an insight into 
the genre’s potential to challenge patriarchal constructs that contain female bodies and limit 
women’s agency. While critics are skeptical of the genre’s capacity to advance radical 
feminist objectives to challenge and subvert the dominant and ubiquitous nexus of existing 
masculinist power structures, the genre does address feminist concerns and has a huge 
following of women who identify with and are empowered by identifying with its female 
characters. The following case studies will examine two novels where female protagonists 
strive to establish agency in male dominated systems while dealing with bodily issues that 
impact on lives at a professional and personal level. 
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Chapter  3. Case Studies  
Introduction   
 Here I review the work of two women crime writers through their novels – The 
Field of Blood (2005) by Scots feminist crime writer, Denise Mina and Vodka Doesn’t 
Freeze (2009) by Australian crime writer and psychologist, Leah Giarratano. These two 
books were chosen because each complies with the mainstream formula for contemporary 
crime fiction but both also feature main female characters that have particular body issues, 
and therefore touch on the concerns discussed in this dissertation. Both Mina and 
Giarratano are successful crime writers with a strong following of women readers and can 
be recognised as having mastered the blueprint of the genre.  
The analysis explores how the female protagonists – Mina’s fledgling journalist, 
Paddy Meehan and Giarratano’s police detective, Jill Jackson – deal with their specific 
bodily issues and also embody qualities of confidence, power and agency. I examine 
whether Mina and Giarratano are able to resist stereotypes within the received framework 
of the crime fiction genre thus managing to avoid its intrinsic patriarchal undertow. 
 My research and my creative writing acknowledges the burgeoning school of 
sociological and cultural enquiry into ‘the body’ in the past thirty years, specifically the 
notions of the gendered body as a cultural and psycho-linguistic construct. Critical theory 
discussed in the Literature Review has exposed the restrictive nature of normative 
presumptions relating to gender and the influences these have had on defining human 
experience and self-understanding. Crime fiction written by women since the 1980s seeks 
to position women in stories where, at least imaginatively, its women characters can be 
seen to enter the traditionally male sphere of the police precinct, the court room, the 
laboratory, the city streets or the newspaper copy room. Women crime writers envisage a 
world where their female characters leave the passive realm of the domestic domain, take 
an active role in crime detection, challenge male counterparts, take greater risks and place 
their bodies on the line in the name of curiosity, justice or truth. 
 Women crime writers have had some significant things to say with respect to 
feminist issues. For example, Australian crime writer and journalist, Tara Moss8 regularly 
writes on sexism and in her August 2012 blog noted “that women’s submission to men is a 
loaded issue with a long and ugly history” (“On Love”) and in March 2015 used this 
platform to advocate against domestic violence, commenting “women and children are by 																																																								
8 Tara Moss is the author of ten crime novels, the most recent being The Fictional Woman (2014) 
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far the most frequent victims of these crimes, with an estimated 1 in 3 women experiencing 
violence, 1 in 6 being raped and 1 in 4 children being impacted by family violence” 
(“Putting an End”). British crime writer, Mo Hayder comments, “I grew up in a patriarchal 
society and I did feel a terrible sense of being a second-class citizen”(“Mo Hayder talks”). 
Sarah Paretsky explains she created her character, V. I. Warshawski “to try to combat some 
of the typical sexual stereotypes in literature” (Contemporary Authors) and Scots crime 
writer, Val McDermid writes; “When women write about women, even dead women they 
don’t write about cardboard cut-outs. They give them an identity; they give them a place in 
the novel” (qtd. in Desnain 1).  
Leah Giarratano’s female characters and plot lines are strongly influenced by her 
work as a psychologist in Sydney dealing with women traumatised by domestic violence 
and child abuse:  
“I have clients who live in some of the most poor and dangerous areas of our 
country who if they go to bed that night without getting bashed or robbed or home 
invasion or sexually assaulted, then they had a good day. I actually hold back in my 
work” (Interview, Australian Writers Centre). 
Many of the female characters Giarratano develops in her crime novels bear the 
mental and physical scars of abuse and as one reviewer remarks, “There is no denying that 
Giarratano’s strengths are in the crafting of her characters. No cardboard cut outs are these, 
but beautifully constructed and wonderfully fleshed out” (Pickles).  
The mechanisms writers use to bestow identity and ‘flesh out’ their embodied 
characters are examined below. The main female protagonists, Paddy Meehan in The Field 
of Blood and Jill Jackson in Vodka Doesn’t Freeze are enthralling characters but both 
exhibit troubling ‘body issues’. Apart from being the ‘wrong’ bodies – that is female – 
located in the wrong space of the traditional male territory of a press copy room and police 
force, both exhibit vexed relationships with their bodies that impact upon their personal 
lives and careers. Meehan has an ‘unacceptable’ overweight body while Jackson exacts a 
punishing regime on her body, triggered by a childhood sexual assault she can’t move past.  
Critical studies discussed in the Criminal Bodies section of the Literature Review 
indicate the genre’s resilient patriarchal codes are resistant to subversive efforts to reframe 
the positioning of women. The analysis of these chosen books reveals, that while the 
authors Mina and Giarratano succeed in writing compelling crime fiction novels with 
interesting women characters that resonate with women readers, the masculinist pull of the 
genre resists the total abnegation of contemporary cultural phallocentric ideologies. 
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DENISE MINA9  
The Field of Blood (2005) 
Denise Mina’s novel, The Field of Blood, is set in Glasgow in the nineteen-eighties, 
and tells the story of eighteen-year-old Paddy Meehan, copyboy on the Scottish Daily News 
pursuing her dream of becoming a journalist. The plot of The Field of Blood centres on the 
arrest of two ten-year-old boys charged with the abduction, torture and murder of toddler 
Brian Wilcox, a crime roughly based on the actual 1993 murder of two-year old James 
Bulger by two ten-year-olds in Liverpool10. One of the arrested boys is Meehan’s fiancé’s 
young cousin. Meehan’s family ostracize Meehan mistakenly believing she has chosen 
work interests over family by revealing the cousin’s identity in a scoop. Depressed and 
rejected, Meehan concentrates on the case, searching for the grown-up she believes has 
orchestrated the murder. Eventually Meehan links the murder to a similar case eight years 
earlier and uncovers the adult killer and his accomplice but she is then captured by the 
killer and is about to be raped and murdered before she is rescued by the police.  
The novel chronicles the overt sexism prevalent in the workforce at the time and 
also charts Meehan’s struggles against traditional familial and social expectations to avoid 
an early marriage, achieve independence and gain a foothold in the sexist world of 
newspaper journalism. Denise Mina is a self-declared feminist and says in a 2012 
interview, “I think everybody should say ‘I’m a feminist’ all the time . . . It’s quite good 
actually, it’s quite powerful” (qtd. in Sneddon). However a year later, when asked about 
women writers being marginalised by their gender, Mina expresses frustration with the 
failure of feminism to deliver equality: 
Ask a guy about his gender. Go on. Ask a guy what it feels like to be a man and 
write scary books. How do his children feel? How does he manage it all? Does he 
worry about getting older? Would he consider surgery? I’m an old eighties feminist. 
We hate everyone but we’re so fucking bored of this we are hiding it. It’s not just 
random bitterness: As a woman artist I know that whatever I do will be done by a 
guy in eight or ten years time and he’ll be declared a genius. It was ever thus and 																																																								
9  Sections of this case study appeared in Emanuel, Elizabeth (2013) “Feminist crime fiction: an examination of embodied 
feminist intentions in Denise Mina’s The Field of Blood (2005)”. eJournalist: a peer reviewed media journal, 13:1 (2014) 
117-129. (See http://eprints.qut.edu.au/view/person/Emanuel,_Elizabeth.html) 
 
10 http://www.crimeandinvestigation.co.uk/crime-files/james-bulger 
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I’m tired of bringing it up and discussing it because it doesn’t change it. (Interview 
by Kane). 
 Despite her later misgivings, in The Field of Blood, Mina has clearly sought to 
capture a watershed moment in the feminist movement when women were demanding 
equal rights in the workforce. The movement encouraged women to look beyond the 
traditional roles of wife and mother, recognising that the privilege, power and economic 
independence owned by men might be within their grasp. In a sense, by setting the story in 
the eighties, Mina is leading the reader through the life experiences of a generation of 
women inspired by the principle of ‘equal opportunity’ but who had to chart their own 
course, often at great personal cost, to personally achieve it. Mina works through her 
feminist themes in thee main areas related to her protagonist’s development – Meehan’s 
professional/work situation, the familial/societal expectations upon her as a young working-
class woman and the character’s struggles with own personal/physical identity. In each of 
these strategies Mina achieves varying degrees of success. 
Meehan’s workplace, the newsroom of the Scottish Daily News, is fiercely 
chauvinist and seems completely untouched by the liberal revolution of the 1960s. It is a 
fortress of male privilege and overt sexism; a place where “pictures of naked women” (17) 
adorn the walls and linotype operators stare at Meehan’s “tits” (17). But Meehan covets 
inclusion in the profession that regards her as an outsider; “Paddy didn’t like the men or 
want to keep their company, but she did want to have a place among them, to be a 
journalist instead of a gofer” (5).  
Meehan takes on a job with the designation of ‘copyboy’ and submits to being 
treated like a boy to gain a foothold on a ladder to a legitimate career. The incongruousness 
of having a young woman identified as ‘boy’ in the workplace highlights the difficulty 
Meehan faces if she wishes to succeed. Meehan must overcome this masculine signifier and 
battle against entrenched sexist attitudes and exclusions to reach her professional 
ambitions; she must approximate the masculine to gain a career foothold. From a Lacanian 
perspective, as a woman she is outside meaningful authority, she does not exist, and if we 
consider Butler, we acknowledge that she is ‘performing’ in the role of a boy to operate on 
the fringes of power, which is male. 
The career of investigative reporter Meehan has chosen is a profession owned by 
males and her bodily presence in the newsroom is registered as a challenge, marking her as 
fair game. The sexist behaviour of her work colleagues is not hidden and sexual harassment 
is rife. Meehan is aware of the predatory nature of the men and feels vulnerable and 
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uncomfortable, knowing they are “casting their attention around the room, looking for 
something, anything to ridicule” (7). But the young, naïve Meehan is thrilled to be working 
for the paper, imagining, “she could be anyone” (21) and knowing – “This was exactly 
what she wanted to do for the rest of her life. Exactly” (65). Despite her own lack of 
experience, Meehan is full of ambition and confidence and compares herself to veteran 
journalist JT; “JT was the best they had but Paddy knew she could do better than that. She 
could take his job in a few years” (134). 
The struggle Mina has outlined in the novel reflects her own experience as a novice 
writer, as she saw it, trying to break into a man’s world:  
You had to pretend you were a man to get published, it was very helpful if you 
pretended never to have kids or any female type activities, and if you could go to 
the bar and get slaughtered all night that would be great, and then if you were in a 
punch up with some sailors that again would promote your work. (qtd. in Sneddon). 
Mina’s message in the novel seems to be that despite the obstacles women may face 
in an entrenched patriarchal work hierarchy, they can make it through if they believe in 
themselves and are determined. Yet, while Meehan is faced with a wall of prejudice and 
sexual harassment in her professional life, she must also deal with a range of multifarious 
social and familial pressures before she can achieve a true freedom to control her own life 
and future.  
Though young, Meehan is engaged to high school sweetheart, Sean Ogilvy; their 
families connected by their shared Irish heritage and “religious duties” (11). Her fiancé, 
Sean, already talks of having a baby; “As soon as our name comes up on the council list 
and we get a house we can start working on getting one” (41). Meehan’s response to the 
idea of settling down and staying amongst the people she has known all her life is panic and 
fear –  “there was no escape” (26). Despite having a poor view of the role of wife and 
mother, in Meehan’s community, she is aware that engagement and marriage confers status 
on young women. Meehan feels “thinner and taller” (24) when she is with fiancé Sean but 
later Meehan reflects on the constricted nature of that approval when she is ostracised by 
Sean and her own family: “If women didn’t conform, this is what happened.” (258). 
Towards the end of the novel, Meehan breaks her engagement, telling her fiancé, “I want a 
career and I don’t think I can get married and have one, so I’m choosing the career” (308).  
While Meehan’s body is culturally marked out for early marriage and child bearing, 
her sexuality is also governed. Her boss, Farquarson warns her when she goes out with 
McVie in the calls car to “Keep your hand on your ha’penny when you’re with him” (50). 
	 55 
Richards advises her, “If ye were my daughter I’d say no” (51). When Meehan’s fiancé 
refuses to sleep with her, saying they should wait till marriage, she feels shameful, thinking 
“She shouldn’t want to touch him, shouldn’t want any of it because she was a girl. Her 
virginity would never be hers to give, only his to take” (84). So in essence, Meehan’s 
sexual identity is linked to her powerlessness and her status as female.  
When Meehan does have sex with colleague, Terry Hewitt, as a trade for asylum in 
a time of distress, it is joyless. Meehan “felt nothing” and her “rolls of fat seemed to 
multiply under his hand” while she “blankly bided her time until it was over” (274-275). 
The character is passive and compliant and concerned that her body is unsatisfactory. This 
relates to Foucault’s explanation of the coercive nature of power and how it acts on bodies 
(Discipline 300). Here we see Meehan observing, judging and ultimately disempowering 
her own body. She has internalised the social prescriptions that demand her body be 
something other than it is, and she therefore regards it as an external object rather than an 
embodied instrument for her own pleasure: “She suddenly saw herself, lying on a stranger’s 
grubby bed without her ring” (274).  
Iris Young explains: “for feminine bodily existence, the body frequently is both a 
subject and object for itself at the same time and in reference to the same act” (148). Sandra 
Bartky suggests, “A woman’s situation, i.e. those meanings derived from the total context 
in which she comes to maturity, disposes her to apprehend her body not as an instrument of 
transcendence, but as an object destined for another” (“Foucault, femininity and the 
modernization” 38).  
Meehan regards her virginity as an encumbrance, because it is freighted with 
cultural expectations designed to reinforce masculine dominance and maintain female 
subordination. In a sense, Meehan has not participated in the sex act wilfully, but it is 
something that ‘has happened to her’. In this way, she feels less responsibility and therefore 
has less cause for guilt. Also, the ‘sanctity’ of her virginity loses its power. While the sex 
act has been meaningless and Meehan has been objectified it holds significance for her, 
symbolising a release from the restraints that have bound her life.  
Mina is conveying a mixed message here. On the one hand she is demonstrating 
how Meehan is able to disengage from social laws that demand she marry and have 
children and become dependent on a male. On the other, Meehan is portrayed falling back 
into traditional roles when she trades sex with a man for asylum and protection, which does 
little to advance the feminist ideas. There is no suggestion here that sex is something that 
Meehan can seek and enjoy for her own pleasure. So while Mina is demonstrating that 
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women can break away from traditional roles and become financially independent from 
male support, she sends a contrary message saying that women are weak, may need male 
protection, and in fact may have to pay for it with their bodies. This contradiction 
demonstrates just how tricky it is for women writers of the genre to stake a claim for 
feminism. It seems that just as the character advances one liberating step forward, this is 
undermined by a confounding proposition. 
As a woman, Meehan’s body codifies a set of expectations that the character 
constantly questions and fights against. Her sexuality, familial/social relations and career 
expectations are governed by her gender which seems to ‘get in the way’ of the character’s 
bid for freedom, self-fulfilment and a rewarding future. Meehan is expected to comply with 
stylised gender roles that Butler identifies as an act that one performs, and “is in a sense, an 
act that’s been going on before one arrived on the scene” (“Performative” 272). The 
reiterative performance of such acts serves to maintain heteronormative conventions that 
ultimately oppress and undermine women. Meehan has no depth of theoretical 
understanding of the forces at play here but experiences a frustration with the barriers that 
seem to block her path to personal fulfilment and professional achievement. 
Meehan’s subaltern status is further compounded by her youth, inexperience and her 
Catholic lower-class status (7,8 and 41). An additional external marker is Meehan’s 
overweight and, in the context of the text, ‘unacceptable’ fat body. Meehan does not fit 
comfortably inside her body – she is painfully aware of possessing a ‘bad’ body, of 
occupying a liminal space teetering on the abyss of the abject. Kristeva’s theory of the 
abject, discussed above, reveals how the idea of a fat girl is almost something that cannot 
be thought of. The fat woman’s body bears a repulsive corporality that needs to be instantly 
expelled. It reflects a hatred of the body at the core of the mind-body split and begs 
invisibility as Jeannine Gailey explains: “ fat bodies are frequently erased, ignored, or non-
existent in social interactions … and in other public and private spaces” (58).  
The Women’s Bodies section of the Literature Review discussed the early 
indoctrination of women to condition their bodies to be small to the extent that very young 
girls experience anxiety that they will fail to meet this societal expectation. Similarly 
Meehan is in a state of constant anxiety about her weight. Mina is relentless in emphasizing 
the ‘incorrectness’ of Meehan’s body size and shape and constantly reiterates Meehan’s 
view of herself; “lumpen and graceless” (46), “dumpy” (53) with a “small, squat body” 
(87) and “chubby” (185) hands. The reader is repeatedly reminded of Meehan’s feelings of 
inadequacy because of the way her ‘fat’ body looks and confirms her already marginal 
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status. She smarts at comments made by others regarding her size (160, 241, 242) and is on 
a “disgusting diet” (10) of boiled eggs and dreams of telling colleague Terry Hewitt, 
“Actually, Terry, I’m not fat any more” (20). Meehan is an example of a young woman 
buying into the dieting ‘dream’ exposed by Fat Studies as a myth. There is now ample 
evidence that diets don’t work (Mann, 2015; Brown, 2015; Pietilainen, 2012) and that 
“frequent dieting is perhaps the single best predictor of future weight gain” (Campos xxiv). 
Meehan’s body dysmorphia is at its worst when she is feeling stressed or under 
pressure and regards herself as a professional failure. “She wasn’t a journalist at all. She 
was just a fat lassie who was afraid to go home” (152). Towards the end of the novel, 
thinking she is to get the sack, Meehan imagines the whole newsroom watching her, 
“noting how fat she was” (315). 
Meehan’s preoccupation with her body size is core to her identity and signals not 
only an adolescent insecurity but also an acknowledgment of guilt in transgressing strict 
cultural codes applied to women. Susan Bordo specifies that concern with weight and 
eating disorders arise out of “the normative feminine practices of our culture, practices 
which train the female body in docility and obedience to cultural demands while at the 
same time being experienced in terms of power and control” (Unbearable 27). It is 
therefore, unsurprising that Mina portrays Meehan as a woman and a body devoid of power 
who exhibits behaviour complicit with her own subjugation, exemplified by her self-
assessment of her shape as ‘not acceptable’.  
Yet despite the obsessive focus placed on Meehan’s inadequate body by Mina, the 
reader’s interest in the novel is not invested in the way the character looks, or her ability to 
lose weight or accept herself as she is, but in whether she can rise above her circumstances 
to fulfil her ambition to become an investigative reporter and whether she can solve the 
crime. It is unclear why the author has devoted so many words in establishing that 
Meehan’s body size is so problematic. One clue is Mina’s depiction of the character of 
Heather Allen, pretty young cadet journalist who works at the same paper. Allen typifies 
woman as concept, a Lacanian construction, an object seen through the male gaze. She is 
the type of stereotypical character we meet in popular novels by women and men – young, 
clever and going places.  
Allan is an ideal; everything Meehan is not; middle-class, educated, confident, and 
very pretty; “she had a dainty little button nose and nice teeth” (206), “a mane of wavy 
blonde hair” (47), is “posh” (205) and well dressed. Allan is the prototype that Meehan fails 
to match. Mina could easily have cast Allan as the main protagonist, yet we learn that Allan 
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trades on her good looks, “sidling through the tables, her tight little bottom drawing the 
eyes of the men she passed” (48) and Mina kills off the character.  
Clearly, for Mina it is important to have a woman succeed not because of her body 
or her looks, but due to her intelligence, skill and application. Meehan explains to the 
Police, that Allen “wanted to be a journalist, not a bunny girl. But she played on it. She’d 
have used anything to get a head. Even her looks”(196).  
Mina is highlighting a paradox faced by women who want to be regarded seriously 
in their careers. Women are judged on their appearance at work and if they are attractive 
they may do well. Economic researchers Markus Mobius and Tanya Rosenblat claim that 
“physically attractive workers derive sizeable rents from their looks” (222) earning about 
10 percent more than below average looking workers. However, a study by Madeline 
Hellman and Melanie Stopeck found that “women who are attractive seem to be 
disadvantaged by their appearance when they apply for managerial positions” (401). This is 
because attractiveness is linked to perceived gender stereotypes, so that if a woman is 
regarded as attractive she is also regarded as more feminine, less authoritative. They 
conclude that at a managerial level, “the person-job fit seems poor indeed for attractive 
females and their prospects for success are judged to be quite dim” (401).  
Mina’s point is that initial success based on a woman’s appearance can be 
ultimately self-defeating when this approval is linked to the sexual gratification of males, 
rather than systematic fair and equal treatment of a woman’s professional capabilities. Mina 
is basically contrasting Allan and Meehan to demonstrate that it is women’s intellectual 
application not their bodies or their appearance that is important and that women need to 
leave their sexuality at the door if they wish to be taken seriously and succeed 
professionally. 
In conclusion, Denise Mina chose crime fiction as a medium to address feminist 
concerns because she saw it as an effective way to promulgate her ideas about equality for 
women. She explains: 
I wanted to write about complex social ideas. I wanted to communicate them through 
a really accessible medium because as a member of the feminist movement at that 
time [I felt] one of the real problems was that the feminist movement was middle – 
class white academics arguing with other middle-class white academics and it just 
wasn’t doing any good for anybody. (Interview by Carpenter)  
Mina’s strategy is on the whole successful as she demonstrates how a young woman 
can challenge and resist conservative social and familial attitudes about a women’s ‘proper’ 
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role and achieve independence through work, despite meeting a pervasive system of sexist, 
masculine control. Mina provides a less positive schema in relation to women’s bodies, 
which she demonstrates need sometimes to be bartered and can be used by men for sexual 
gratification, but not by the women themselves. Bodies are ‘problematic’, do not always 
conform to desirable stereotypes, are not yet wholly owned by women and are weak 
needing protection.  
This depiction of a woman’s weakness is compounded in the final pages of the novel 
where Meehan is captured and imprisoned by the murderer who plans to rape and murder 
her. Though Meehan struggles with her assailant she is only saved through the last minute 
intervention of several police(men). This clichéd rescue of an imperilled woman by a 
masculine force is a common trope in traditional crime fiction and reinforces the 
entrenched notion that women lack strength and need male/patriarchal protection. A more 
liberating ending would have seen Meehan defeat her attacker by a strategy of luck, 
intelligence or some fortuitous accident. Mina has fallen short in depicting an enlightened 
embodied freedom for her character or resiling from an empowering dénouement that 
would have served her feminist intentions more effectively. This reflects the difficulty 
outlined in the Literature Review section, Criminal Bodies that the masculinist influence of 
the genre proves resistant to feminist strategies.  
Regardless of this, Mina has created an edifying example of a young woman’s 
struggles to achieve personal and professional liberation through economic independence 
and as such the author positions her character at the centre of the plot, drawing an important 
focus on the professional challenges women face. Meehan’s actions resolve the mystery at 
the heart of the story and her elevation to the esteemed position of journalist by the novel’s 
end is uplifting for women readers. The issues the character has with her own body reflect 
those that many women face daily and Mina’s emphasis on Meehan’s problematic body 
would serve to engender empathy in women rather than alienation.  
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LEAH GIARRATANO 
Vodka Doesn’t Freeze (2009) 
 Detective Sergeant Jill Jackson is an attractive and outwardly successful NSW 
police officer in her early thirties who uncovers a Sydney paedophile ring while 
investigating the mysterious deaths of several of its wealthy and influential members. The 
case is personal as Jackson was abducted and sexually abused as an eleven year old and it 
exacerbates the character’s post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms and threatens 
to undermine the techniques of personal control she has put in place to present an image of 
authority. Finally Jackson locates and destroys the leaders of the ring, rescues a young boy 
from its clutches and captures the serial killer, a psychiatrist who treats the traumatised 
victims of childhood sexual abuse. 
While Leah Giarratano does not express any commitment to feminist principles, the 
protagonist in her first novel, Detective Sergeant Jill Jackson represents a potentially strong 
post-eighties female version of the traditional police detective. Contemporary crime novels 
written by women provoke an expectation that while their female lead characters have a 
duplicitous task fighting both within and against the entrenched patriarchal hierarchy of law 
and justice and have involved private lives presenting challenges at home as well as on the 
job, that at the end of the day they will display qualities of confidence, power, and agency 
that will inspire and empower the novel’s women readers, (and move the male ones to take 
notice). Giarratano herself claims, “a lot of women read crime and it can give them a 
feeling of power at the end when the baddie is vanquished and often the female has saved 
the day” (Australian Writers Centre). Certainly Giarratano has succeeded in delivering a 
powerful novel with a complex central character who ‘saves the day’ but the following 
analysis reveals how Giarratano has encountered some of the genre’s contradictory 
stumbling blocks that have lead her to perpetuate the patriarchal binary of weak 
woman/strong man and limit her efforts to create a emblematic female hero.  
Butler explains that “gender is prompted by obligatory norms to be one gender or 
the other (usually within a strictly binary frame), and the reproduction of gender is thus 
always a negotiation with power” (“Performativity, precarity and sexual politics” i). As we 
have seen from Lacan, the ‘obligatory norms’ situate women outside of power and this is 
problematic for crime writers trying to insinuate women into a position of authority. 
Isherwood comments that for Lacan women can have no subjectivity, “women and their 
bodies can only find significance through the male body and the male symbolic” (7). In 
crime fiction novels which are conservative in nature because they largely reflect back 
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contemporary culture as it is, rather than a vision of what it might or could be, there is 
limited scope for distancing women too far from these norms.  
Giarratano does depict an embodied woman in Jackson who has access to authority 
through her position in the police force – but it needs to be remembered that this is 
traditionally and predominantly a male authority and that Jackson’s use of it is conditional 
and it is this that limits the extent that the genre can achieve extended feminist ambitions. 
By placing Jackson in a senior role within a force the author clearly depicts as sexist, 
Giarratano has increased the dramatic tension of the plot. To satisfy women readers, 
Jackson must overcome the obstacle of not being a man and be the catalyst to the solution 
of the crime puzzle.  
However, Jackson’s personal obstacle is the poor relationship she has with her own 
body. The trauma of the character’s abduction and rape at age eleven are at the core of her 
identity and the event lives on within Jackson, “like a cancer” (23) profoundly affecting her 
sense of worth, self-image, and her relationships with her own body, men, her family and 
her co-workers. While Jackson appears as a strong woman capable of working within the 
sexist culture of the police force combating the seamy criminality of a modern metropolis, 
she is a woman in conflict with herself, punishing her own body in an on-going, relentless 
way due to the childhood abuse. This serves to weaken Jackson’s symbolic impact as a 
representative of female power. 
The second issue that undermines Jackson’s profile as a model of female agency is 
the portrait the author convincingly draws of a frightened woman who suffers from high 
levels of anxiety, panic attacks, hyper-vigilance and on-going fearfulness. Though Jackson 
is portrayed working hard to project a strong front, the strategies the character employs to 
combat her condition are dubious and ultimately collapse. This is compounded by the 
platonic relationship between Jackson and her police partner, Scotty. He has a huge 
physique, is romantically/sexually attracted to Jackson, has her back and is shown to be 
solicitous of her health and welfare. Thirdly, Giarratano repeatedly reiterates views 
consistent with traditional concepts that female bodies need to be attractive and that ‘good’ 
bodies are slim bodies. An undue emphasis is placed on externalities of bodies in a 
judgemental fashion. Finally, in the ending of the novel Giarratano has Jackson behave in a 
violent manner against the criminal perpetrators, acting in a way that both lacks credibility 
and has the character instantly embodying a superhuman or ‘masculine’ aggression and 
strength.  
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These four issues – Jackson’s conflict with her own body; the development of 
character as a weak woman traumatised by unrelenting fear contrasted with the physically 
strong character of Scotty; Giarratano’s privileging of slim bodies; and the masculinisation 
of Jackson into a violent superhuman in the dénouement – are central to my thesis because 
I am interested in determining whether the crime fiction genre can transcend its masculine 
origins and provide a space where women in concert with their bodies – whatever shape, 
size or experiences they/it may have endured – can be written in a authoritative way, 
displaying empowerment and agency. 
Giarratano has written a fast-paced crime novel that meets all the expected 
parameters of the genre. It deals with the serious issue of childhood sexual abuse and its 
strength lies in the veracity drawn from the author’s professional work as a psychologist 
with victims and perpetrators of childhood sexual abuse; and also in the author’s command 
of a skilled an authentic dialogue. However, the novel pulls back from making a challenge 
to the masculine form of the crime fiction genre, mainly because of the tortured and 
problematic embodiment of the main female protagonist, Detective Sergeant Jill Jackson.   
Jackson’s relationship with her body is deeply troubled. One of the ways she copes 
with distress is by inflicting pain on her body. In the first two years following her rape 
Jackson engages in self-harm, scratching “deep welts in her arms using her fingernails, and 
progressed to a Stanley knife on her thighs”  (35). Giarratano shows how the teenage 
Jackson attempts to claw back a measure of self-esteem and strength when the she stops 
cutting herself and finds a more acceptable method of emotional pain management in the 
sport of kickboxing. Jackson chooses to fight her opponents blindfolded just as she was in 
basement of her abductors, where she learnt “sound and movement could prevent future 
agony” (37). However, this activity just seems to elicit more physical pain, at least initially; 
“Jill hit the ground five times. When she sat back in her corner, her head was ringing and 
each breath felt like a stab wound to her ribs” (38). Again, while Giarratano is able to evoke 
an embodied character, she is merely reiterating the victimology of Jackson who has learnt 
that her body must experience pain to operate in the world, one that is threatening for 
women and especially dangerous for weak women with little ability to endure physical 
pain.  
While Giarratano is possibly motivated by a genuine desire to expose the horrors 
and consequences of the egregious crime of child sexual abuse, it can be questioned 
whether her work advances feminist ideas. Rather, this novel seems to focus on those 
traditional precepts that regard the female body as vulnerable, and in need of containment 
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and protection. Giarratano reinforces what researchers assert; “male and female sexualities 
are constructed according to women’s being able to be raped—in their being weak, fragile, 
and passive” (Roth and Basow 250), while Ann Cahill writes that the feminine body is 
socially produced to be a victim of men’s sexual aggression and that women are not only 
made to feel responsible for their bodies as sites of potential rape but are regarded as 
“guilty pre-victims” (56) because they must keep that body from harm by adopting 
measures of self-surveillance.  
In her thirties, Jackson puts herself through gruelling exercise routines even when 
she is exhausted because she fears without them she will “never sleep” (23). Jackson exacts 
a physical toll on her body in an almost neurotic fixation with exercise to the point of pain, 
exacting retribution for what has happened to her as a child. As such her body is doubly 
and continually victimised; firstly by her abductors and then in an on-going way by herself. 
It’s as if Jackson regards her own body as abject, something that exists outside of and 
threatens her real being, a body she must constantly guard against, because it  “disturbs 
identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules” (Kristeva 4). We 
see Jackson punishing “her body for the weakness of the day before” (39) – a panic attack 
sparked investigations into the paedophile case. With the introduction of panic attacks, 
Giarratano demonstrates that Jackson is unable to command her body and mind, and 
regardless of how she tries to master her physical and mental weakness, she is in the end 
powerless and her body pays the price. This internal trauma is the key to understanding 
Jackson’s approach to her job and her life. While “her front door and the doorframe were 
steel reinforced, with three two-inch steel rods” (10) it is the internal threat that is manifest.  
Jackson not only punishes her body for being weak and female, but she also seeks to 
protect herself by avoiding close or intimate relationships. Around men Jackson “has to 
fight her first urges to run or attack. Their smell, voice, maleness, usually triggered a threat 
alarm” (7). Jackson tells her police partner Scotty Hutchinson, “nothing will ever happen 
between us” (8), thus denying her body sexual release or the physical comfort it seems to 
instinctively want; “her body would draw closer to his any time he was near” (7), and “her 
breathing had seemed to slip into the same rhythm” (8) as his. Scotty is the quintessentially 
Australian ‘lifesaver’ type; two-metres tall (7), blonde and athletic with superhuman fitness 
and strength, at home on a bike or at the beach and is drawn as Jackson’s “knight in shining 
armour” (116). When a witness tries to attack Jackson, Scotty “crashed into him, knocking 
him off balance” (237).  
Scotty is a stereotypical handsome, desirable and heroic figure; a perfect foil for 
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Jackson’s damaged and weakened female character. By providing Scotty with superhuman 
attributes coupled with his unflinching devotion to Jackson, the writer is reinscribing the 
romantic myth of the weak woman/strong male protector – a trope of traditional crime 
fiction that undermines women’s agency. Also, Jackson is unable to act on her physical 
attraction for Scotty, immobilised by “the baleful glances of a couple of her female 
colleagues and the knowing smirks of the men in the squad room” (7). It appears Jackson’s 
very sexuality as a woman is being cauterised by self-imposed social codes that resonate 
with the theories of Foucault where in a panoptic society social norms become internalised 
and people police their own behaviour as if they are under eternal scrutiny or surveillance 
(Discipline 287). Commenting on Foucault’s theory that modern disciplinary practices 
engender ‘docile bodies’, Sandra Bartky says: 
Women internalize the feminine ideal so profoundly that they lack the critical 
distance necessary to contest it and are even fearful of the consequences of 
“noncompliance,” and ideals of femininity are so powerful that to reject their 
supporting practices is to reject one's own identity. (77) 
Giarratano perpetrates entrenched gender roles with her presentation of Scotty as an 
attractive ideal of Australian manhood. Likewise, the author’s physical descriptions of 
Jackson further this stereotypical approach. By page three we know that Jackson is very 
athletic, has blonde hair and a flat stomach. We soon discover that she is also “single and 
attractive” (4). Later we learn that Jackson is 170 cms tall (37) and has blue eyes (42). 
Although she knows that she is “too thin”, Jackson feels “vaguely pleased with the muscles 
of her thighs, stomach and arms” (88), and notes her “concave stomach” (168). Despite 
assessing her own body as thin, Jackson sips Pepsi Max, a low kilojoule soft drink (41).  
Jackson appears to be on the verge of anorexia, exercising to the point of damage to 
her body. Her figure is slight, almost boy-like, as the unsavoury Jamaal Mahmoud, procurer 
of young boys for sex observes, noting Jackson’s body is similar to that of an adolescent 
boy – “there was no real difference” (245). It is curious that Giarratano would seek to 
portray Jackson in this way, a thin boy-like body devoid of power, as it serves to undermine 
the strength and authority of her female protagonist, and is more in line with the way 
fashionable magazines portray vacuous images of often very young women. By depicting 
Jackson as conventionally blonde and slim Giarratano seems locked-in to the traditional 
concept of women’s worth being based on physical appearance and size. Diminutive 
women pose no threat to male domination, and are in fact designed if not to be 
overpowered, then to complement male strength. 
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Giarratano appears to subscribe to the concept that some bodies are bad bodies and 
that women need to produce a ‘good enough’ body to have value, and that the size of a 
body is a person’s most distinguishing characteristic. Jackson’s body is ‘attractive’ and 
possesses the socially desirable and dominant characteristic of being a ‘thin’ body, against 
which all others are judged. Giarratano clearly has issues with body size, using terms such 
as “fat, ugly hags” (44), “over-fed banker types” (68), “flabby white man (80), “burgeoning 
beer belly” (104), and “soft, white bellies” (153) appear as examples among many of fat 
descriptors used in a negative context. 
In placing the childhood violation of Jackson’s body at the core of her main 
character’s identity, Giarratano is surrendering to the contemporary crime fiction 
imperative to write violence on women’s bodies, thus reinforcing the embedded notion of 
women as ‘prey’ that has historically served to control and restrict women. It may be 
argued that Giarratano is attempting to reveal the extent of physical abuse of children and 
women, something she has knowledge of through her work, and that she is therefore 
working from a feminist perspective in focusing wider attention on a serious women’s 
issue. However in her physical depiction of Jackson as slim, blonde, young and attractive, 
Giarratano has drawn from a traditional standard of beauty that judges women on their 
looks rather than their ability, on their value as an object to be looked at. Giarratano thus 
reinforces the predominance of the male gaze, the hierarchical power relationship between 
active man/passive woman.  
So, far from creating a female character that exemplifies an empowered 
embodiment, Giarratano has crafted a portrait of a woman who has been all but destroyed 
by sexual violation and whose projection of an image of control belies extreme personal 
suffering. Jackson ‘performs’ strength in the sense that Butler identifies as a repeated series 
of actions that project an image of potency and command (Gender Trouble 189). But 
unable to hold the image together, Jackson’s persona begins to dissolve as the murders 
escalate. Despite training on the beach for hours until she drops to the sand “with 
exhaustion” (83), she is unable to outrun her past. Jackson’s character splits. A spectre from 
her childhood catches up with her; “the white-eyed girl from her dreams was haunting her” 
(84), tempting her to open the bottle of vodka she keeps in the freezer as a test to her ten-
year sobriety.  
This splitting references Lacan’s mirror stage in the formation of the identity, an 
area of psychoanalytic theory Giarratano would be very aware of as a practising clinical 
psychologist. As touched upon in the Bodies of Thought section of the Literature Review, 
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Lacan claimed that the subject is influenced by a split, gap, lack, or rupture between the 
real that it experiences and the image that it sees firstly in the mirror but then internalises. 
The dissociative disorder Giarratano is describing here is typified by the “appearance of at 
least two distinct and relatively enduring identities or dissociated personality states that 
alternately control a person's behaviour” (Hall 178) and usually develops as a way to cope 
with trauma most often “in children subjected to long-term physical, sexual or emotional 
abuse” (Mayo Clinic).  
While Jackson recognises that the white-eyed girl is actually a version of herself, 
she is unable to integrate the girl into her own identity or dismiss her. At one point, when 
Jackson is on a stakeout and is discovered, beaten and locked in a basement, she curls 
sobbing “into a foetal ball” (282) and ignores “the silent admonishment of the white-eyed 
girl” (282). Here Giarratano paints Jackson as a broken woman unable to help herself or the 
abducted boy – a real child she has come to rescue; she has failed as a person, a 
policewoman and as a ‘mother’ figure who might have aided and protected the child.  
Finally, and somewhat incredibly given the image Giarratano has rendered of a 
seriously troubled person immobilised by fear and shattered by trauma, Jackson summons 
the galvanic energy needed to fight her captors. The apparition of the girl disappears, yet 
the character feels “sad to see the white-eyed girl go” (294). Miraculously restored, Jackson 
is then able to land a decisive kick that almost fractures her assailant’s neck, “decelerating” 
his brain “in a series of shuddering slides from one side of his skull to the other” (295). 
Jackson recognises Sebastian as one of the two men who raped her as a child and she kicks 
him to death, finally able to inflict pain and damage on a body that is not her own. Shortly 
after this, Jackson discovers that psychotherapist Dr Noah Griffen is the serial killer 
targeting pedophiles and, following a struggle, breaks his wrist with a strategic stomp of 
her boot, before she “stood, stamped down hard again, and kicked the hammer away, 
ignoring his cries of pain” (319). 
For most of the novel, Giarratano has shown Jackson dealing with overwhelming 
feelings of incapacity leading to extremes of discipline over her own body and a 
hypervigilence in her security routines. It is only when Jackson acts violently that she 
“suddenly, for the first time in twenty years” feels “whole” (294). While her transformation 
from damaged survivor to attacking avenger serves to empower the character, the behavior 
seems to contradict the profile of victim exactingly developed in the earlier sections of the 
novel. Jackson has evolved into a powerful (wo)man who uses her body to protect, defend 
and destroy those who would seek to harm her. To have an inspiring ending, Jackson must 
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overcome her opponents but this is where the genre reclaims its masculine thrust because it 
is only when Jackson demonstrates the strength of a man that she is able to win out. But, 
perhaps this is closer to an empowering conclusion than being rescued by the police as 
Meehan was in Denise Mina’s novel, The Field of Blood.  
By writing about sexual violence, Giarratano highlights the subordinated position of 
women in society but does little to suggest a way forward. If anything, the author reinforces 
the notion that by simply having a female body, young girls and women must constantly 
guard against violation, restricting their sphere of activity and agency. So while Giarratano 
portrays the typology of self-harm, her work reinforces the culturally accepted perception 
that women and their bodies are always vulnerable and must be protected. However, Vodka 
Doesn’t Freeze, like The Field of Blood has a female protagonist who demonstrates 
professional success in a male dominated setting where women readers can engage in an 
exploration in the expansion of power dynamics traditionally denied them. 
 
Summary 
In considering The Field of Blood by Denise Mina and Vodka Doesn’t Freeze by 
Leah Giarratano, I sought to examine firstly, whether the authors are able to avoid the deep-
rooted masculinist underpinning of the crime fiction genre and eschew its sexist stereotypes 
and tropes, and secondly to determine whether the authors succeed in depicting inspiring 
women characters that embody qualities of confidence, power and agency. To a degree 
both authors succeed. Both Meehan and Jackson are drawn as central protagonists who 
garner sufficient power to affect a pivotal influence on the outcome of the crime fiction 
plot. Mina and Giarratano elevate their women characters from the sidelines of the genre 
where once the only parts available to women were secondary – as vampish villains, 
passive victims or boring bystanders. Australian academic Toni Johnson-Woods notes that 
in most [mid-century] genre fiction “women are relegated to support roles usually as 
romantic interests and damsels in distress” (“Wonder down under”). In fact, Johnson-
Woods observes that pulp fiction covers of the period featured “the sexy dame” and crime 
fiction ones in particular “favored scantily clad women” who “posed, pouted and promised 
more than their stories ever delivered” (“Pulp fiction industry”).  
In The Field of Blood and Vodka Doesn’t Freeze, and in many female authored 
contemporary crime fiction novels, women are brought into the central role and become 
actants. This is what resonates with and empowers women readers. However, if these 
works are more closely read, it can be seen that both novels fall short of a more ideal 
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feminist achievement because of the genre’s location within the mainstream of popular 
culture where the status quo is more likely to be reflected than challenged. Both Mina and 
Giarratano may have utilised the plot more effectively as a strategy to demonstrate the 
authority and power commanded by their female protagonists. This is most apparent 
towards the end of each novel when both characters’ lives are endangered. Mina’s Meehan 
is about to be raped and murdered with little hope of escape when she is rescued by several 
police(men) (representing the patriarchal quasi-military institution of the police force), 
while Giarratano’s Jackson has been beaten up and faces death when she channels a 
superhuman (masculine) force and through a violent act overcomes her assailant.  
It may be argued that, while Mina’s rescue scene is a total reversion to formula 
(resonant of music hall and silent movie tropes where the dashing hero saves the maiden 
tied to the railroad tracks) that contradicts the author’s feminist posturing, Giarratano’s 
ending at least shows her female character Jackson getting herself out of trouble. Yet, this 
‘masculinisation’ of Jackson lacks credibility – due to the elaborate picture the author has 
painted of the character as extremely troubled and weak – and also suggests that women 
need to possess a huge physical force (i.e. male) to survive dire situations. The take-home 
message is that women must be strong like men or be vulnerable to male aggression. 
With regard to the authors’ success in creating embodied and empowered women 
characters, both female protagonists’ negative relationships with their own bodies reduce 
their emblematic status as models of agency. Mina’s Paddy Meehan is constantly telling the 
reader that she is distressed because her body is an unacceptable size and does not meet 
social expectations. This message is relentless and even when Meehan is in sexual 
situations – once when she trades sex for asylum, and again when she is about to be raped – 
her ‘fatness’ causes the character concern. The issue of Meehan’s size is not plot-related 
and while it does initially help the reader to understand Meehan’s character, her obsession 
with her ‘bad’ body becomes a tedious and unnecessary distraction. What this focus on 
body size does tell us is that women’s bodies need to be ‘produced’ and are always policed. 
Yet women readers understand this and many would have nothing but empathy for the 
main character. 
Giarratano is also most concerned with body size, and her writing displays obvious 
efforts to conform to contemporary norms that privilege the slim body. However, it is the 
depiction of Jackson’s perverse abuse of her own body through unrelenting exercise and 
discipline routines that is disturbing, not least of all when the reader learns that this 
maladaptive behaviour is a result of childhood kidnap and sexual violation. Again, while 
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there is no problem in learning about the history and motivations of a protagonist, (and the 
veracity of the aftermath of childhood sexual abuse understood and revealed by someone 
with Giarratano’s experience is not in question), it is doubtful whether the intense emphasis 
on this aspect of Jackson’s life enhances the plot or enriches the background of the novel. 
In a sense, both protagonists, because of their poor relationships with their own bodies, fall 
short of portraying embodied women of power and agency. However, there is in both 
novels a realistic depiction of current social mores relating to women’s bodies that most 
women readers would identify and agree with. 
Physical intimacy is also an uncomfortable area in both novels, with enjoyment of 
sex being the precinct of men. Mina’s character Meehan feels shameful about wanting sex 
with her fiancé, trades her virginity for asylum with a colleague while under duress, is 
almost raped by the murderer but is never portrayed as having the right or opportunity of 
being permitted to enjoy sex for her own satisfaction. Jackson has been raped as a child and 
sex for her has connotations of violence. Vodka Doesn’t Freeze is a book featuring the 
crimes of paedophiles and sex is viewed in its most ugly light, as an act of extreme violence 
and terror against the most weak and vulnerable. Jackson never quite emerges from this 
category, even when she develops an approaching intimacy with her police partner, Scotty. 
It is as if enjoying her own body is permanently forbidden to her. As such, the bodily aspect 
of sexuality in the development of both characters is closed off and given the current 
popularity of erotica in women’s fiction, seems to be at the least a lost opportunity and at 
worst a cow towing to traditional mores governing the control of women’s bodies.  
Where both The Field of Blood and Vodka Doesn’t Freeze contribute to the feminist 
project is that both novels specifically reflect a key platform of second wave feminism – 
equality in the workplace. The characters of Meehan and Jackson are active participants in 
a world beyond the domestic, both fighting for inclusion in traditionally male locations of 
the police force and pressroom. They face sexist challenges and though hampered by 
chauvinistic bosses and colleagues (and challenges encountered in their personal lives) they 
succeed in achieving their career aspirations and solving their respective cases. For 
contemporary readers, these novels reflect ongoing issues of sexual discrimination women 
experience in their professional lives. A recent report, Barriers to Achieving Equality, 
commissioned by the ANZ Bank in 2015, found that on average women earn 18.8 per cent 
less than men, women graduates are paid $3,000 less a year than men, women spend almost 
twice as much time on unpaid work and women achieve only twenty per cent 
representation on ASX top 200 companies (8). So for contemporary women readers, these 
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central women characters (though flawed) reflect an on going struggle for equal treatment 
in the workplace and the themes of the novels confirm women’s active place in an external 
world, beyond the domestic.  
The Field of Blood and Vodka Doesn’t Freeze are both straightforward and serious 
in style fall within the ambit of mainstream heterosexist crime fiction. As case studies they 
provide useful insights for woman writing crime fiction, highlighting areas to consider in 
regard to character formation and structure. A close reading indicates the conscious effort 
required to avoid formulaic plot developments that reiterate entrenched masculine authority 
and power, and signal that endowing female characters with overtly masculine 
physiognomies reverses feminist advancement. Liiqka may also be regarded as mainstream 
and heterosexist however a distinctive feature – as discussed in the Introduction – is that the 
novel is infused a wry humour that does not detract from its serious intent, but may assist it 
to deliver feminist ideas. In the following chapter I examine how far my own attempts to 
employ emancipatory strategies in Liiqka are successful. 
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Chapter 4. Reflexive Practice– An analysis of Liiqka 
In order for to me explore issues relating to women’s identity and embodiment 
in Liiqka and encompass feminist arguments surrounding the impact of gender specific 
discursive knowledge and practices on human bodies within the framework of a crime 
fiction novel, assessment of the case studies above has shown that pitfalls lie in wait in 
formulation of plot and character, and less can be more – a heavy hand can in fact 
detract from an ulterior purpose and weigh down the propelling action of the novel. As a 
result, in Liiqka, though I am concerned to portray four women characters with ‘bodies 
of interest’, I have taken care not to overstate my concerns, but rather touch on issues 
lightly in order to incrementally accrue seeds for thought in the mind of the reader.  
I shall discuss my strategy in regard to each character below, but note here, that 
unlike in historically male authored detective fiction, which features a lone (male) 
investigator fighting against the forces of evil, I split my action and interest between a 
number of female characters, valorising none in the heroic mould, but rather seeking to 
fashion a tale from a number of (female) standpoints that each contribute to the ‘whole’ 
of the story. As Frances Bula suggests: 
For feminists, in particular, a form that has relied on a powerful, omniscient, lone-
wolf narrator and a rigid definition of right and wrong, crime and justice, is an 
uncomfortable suit to put on. Instead, women tend to embed their main characters in 
communities of friends or neighborhoods or family. They allow them to be 
vulnerable and make mistakes. (“A genre is born”) 
It may be helpful to begin with a synopsis of Liiqka, which is my second novel 
featuring Brisbane Detective Inspector (DI) Mary Grimsley (aka Grim). She is a veteran of 
the Queensland Police Force, a patriarchal institution criticized in the 2013 Keelty Police 
and Community Safety Review for its sexism and attitudes to women, with the former 
federal police commissioner Mick Keelty, complaining, “senior female police officers are 
being used as tea ladies” and are “under represented in senior ranks” (qtd. in Remeikis).  
In the first book of the series, Batafurai11, Grim has returned to work following a 
mastectomy and is rescued from the obscurity of the cold case backroom by her old 
boyfriend Detective Chief Inspector Alistair (DCI) Bainbridge, now head of the 
homicide department. In Liiqka, Grim is enlisted by Bainbridge to join private eye 
Grant Trouver to investigate a suspected wrongful conviction that may implicate 																																																								11	Available on line at http://eprints.qut.edu.au/64475/	
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powerful veteran cop, DI Prince, ‘king of the cops’ at Sunshine Coast Station. Trouver 
is killed but Grim is close to solving the case when European supermodel, Eugenzia, is 
found with her throat cut in the house fledgling model Lucy Rushton is minding for her 
aunt Claudia who has gone missing in China.  
Claudia is in fact on the run, having fallen foul of the powerful property 
developer, Sheng Liang. Claudia flees Shanghai and lacks the two things she needs to 
get out of China – a valid passport and a modicum of courage. Meanwhile, her niece 
Lucy is living the dream planned by her dead mother – becoming a famous fashion 
model, but Lucy soon realises that the industry is a harsh mistress and is shocked to 
discover that she is considered a ‘plus sized’ model. When she is chosen to be the face 
of Liiqka – an alcoholic ice cream to be marketed to young women in clubs – her 
prospects improve. The product and her size are in play to make her all the more visible 
and her promoter, the glamorous Sarabeth Lee couldn’t be happier.  
So the novel features Grim, Lucy, Eugenzia and Claudia, all woman with unique 
relationships to their bodies. Grim has moved on from a battle with cancer but is coming 
to terms with her own mortality and the physical and mental scars she bears. Lucy is 
just trying to be grown-up but wonders if she is the right fit, both physically and 
temperamentally for the career her mother envisaged. Eugenzia is a woman who has 
traded her body for survival but at a huge cost; she has lost her son and has fled her 
pimp and lover, the vicious Vasilyov, while Claudia is a body in hot water, in the wrong 
place at the wrong time. I also have included a cameo guest appearance by Sarabeth 
Lee, a fat and glamorous casting agent and former child actress who discovers Lucy and 
helps her shine. This character is intended to counter negative stereotypes of fat women 
by providing a viable positive role model. It should be noted that while each character is 
discussed under a descriptive heading, this is intended as one way of reading the 
character and is by no means meant as the only frame. 
In summary, the women characters in Liiqka, are portrayed as bodily female and the 
key protagonists, Lucy and Grim are endowed with attributes that empower them to 
overcome obstacles in the fictional world of the crime novel, emblematic of violence, 
disorder and brutality. The character of Sarabeth disrupts negative perceptions of ‘fat’ 
women as unattractive and unsuccessful, while Claudia’s role as a character is to 
demonstrate that, if nothing else, we are our bodies. Eugenzia’s tragic character highlights 
the fact that women are often exploited sexually and commercially by men. Finally, the plot 
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is structured to feature women in pivotal roles in dire situations in a way that is intended to 
work towards the feminist goals of the project.   
 
Lucy Rushton – the Model Body 
In introducing the character of Lucy Rushton, I am seeking to disrupt notions of 
acceptance and beauty that specify bodies must be a certain way. I seek to establish that 
a woman of a normal size can be put forward as a ‘model’ for other women. My 
strategy is to have Lucy – whose size corresponds to that of the average Australian 
woman; dress size 14-16 (Henneberg 37) – become a model in the fashion industry, 
which favours skinny models. To be a model, anyone of Lucy’s size is either considered 
‘too fat’ or is relegated to the marginal role of ‘plus sized.’12 The pervasive message 
broadcast to all women is they must “be skinny to be beautiful” (Marie). As Wallis 
Simpson reputedly said, “You can’t be too rich or too thin” (Shapiro). Women are 
constantly exhorted to be ‘less’ than they are. Lucy is judged too large but unlike in 
many novels where the protagonists starts fat and ends thin13, Lucy remains the same; 
she is ‘okay’ as she is. This trajectory of the story does not begin with an unacceptable 
body that transforms into a thinner more acceptable form, winning its owner friends and 
influence. The point is Lucy’s body is already acceptable, and while Lucy’s life might 
transition, her body is the perfect vehicle to take her forward.  
But being a model is all about creating an image and Lacan’s theory that identity 
is informed by image comes into play here. To confirm the internal experience of 
ourselves, he argues the subject needs to connect with an external reality such as that of 
the self as seen in the mirror, but the subject can only observe this from a distance. As 
Lacan explains, “for the total form of his body, by which the subject anticipates the 
maturation of his power in a mirage, is given to him only as a gestalt, that is, in an 
exteriority” (Écrits 95). Lacan specifies that the gap or distance between the self and the 
reflected image creates an enduring insecurity of identity, a lack, an anxiety. This 																																																								
12 Public concerns have been raised about this issues and on 3 June 2015 the UK Advertising Standards 
Authority (ASA) ruled that a YSL spring campaign ad in Elle magazine “Breached CAP Code (Edition 12) 
rule 1.3 (Responsible advertising)” on the grounds “the model appeared unhealthily underweight in the image 
and concluded that the ad was irresponsible”. https://www.asa.org.uk/Rulings/Adjudications/2015/6/Yves-Saint-Laurent-
SAS/SHP_ADJ_292161.aspx#.VW_WLVWqpBc  
13 Examples include Jemima J (2001) by Jane Green where the protagonist must lose weight to impress a man 
she has engaged with on the Internet. She’s come undone (1998) by Wally Lamb equates weight loss with 
increasing happiness. Lady Oracle (1998) by Margaret Atwood’s protagonist transforms from an obese girl 
into a thin, beautiful woman. 
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absence perpetuates a desire that can never be met but works as a constant aggravation, 
a need wanting to be met that can never be met. The fashion and beauty industries 
reflect back at us millions of images of idealistic gendered bodies that seem to promise 
a shoring up of the gapping distance between satisfaction/acceptance and an underlying 
apprehension about our identity.  
But Lucy’s body is not ideal; it fails to project an image of a traditional, 
predictable, acceptable archetype of what woman’s bodies should be. It is a model that 
is surplus to the restrictive way women have been seen up until recently. Seventeen-
year-old Lucy has always assumed that she represents the perfect ‘model’ body because 
the feedback she has got from her mother and the small town chorus of women (friends 
of her mother) have never given her any negative feedback. She has been groomed from 
childhood to become a model but is caught unawares when her size is regarded as 
‘problematic’ as she attends her first fashion week down south in Sydney. A reporter is 
conducting an interview with the designer, Charlotte Grace, and asks of Lucy:  
“What made you decide to use a fat model on the runway? Are you 
encouraging women to be larger?” 
“Rodger, as you know there is an obesity epidemic killing off Australians all 
over the country. It’s worse than cigarettes. Women are just dropping dead 
apparently. My model is not fat but is more within the ‘normal’ range,” … (8) 
Here, I am having a sardonic taunt at the ‘obesity epidemic’ that has prompted the multi-
million dollar weight loss industry and bariatric surgeries in the hundreds of thousands in 
the USA (ASMBS 14). As Fat Studies scholars point out, obesity rhetoric and unfounded 
fear is “driven more by cultural and political factors than by any threat increasing body 
weight may pose to public health” (Campos et al 55). In Australia, a Monash University 
review confirms “overweight people do not have shorter lives than people in the healthy 
weight range (Newton, interview). However, a crime novel is not the place to quote studies 
or list statistics, instead my intention is to have the character, designer Charlotte Grace, 
exaggerate the panic – women are in fact not dropping dead – and thus appear slightly 
ridiculous. This light-handed technique is echoed later in the novel by a model, Ramona, 
who spouts fat stigma about Lucy because of Lucy’s size. 																																																								
14 In Australia 17,000 bariatric surgeries were completed in 2007-08 with an estimated cost of $108 M for hospital care 
and $15.2 million paid in Medicare benefits. 
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That bitch Lucy Rushton is dangerous. We may not even be safe and we 
shouldn’t have to work with fat models, anyway. Fat people are really unstable. 
Who knows what they might be capable of?” (203) 
Fat people are no more unstable than any other segment of the population but 
researchers Thomas and McLeod have found “discrimination on the basis of weight is 
the fastest growing form of discrimination in the US in the last 10 years, and is now 
more prevalent than racial discrimination” (“Obesity myths”). But Lucy does not regard 
herself as ‘fat’, and at the beginning of the novel is unaffected by the discrimination 
surrounding fatness, but she must come to terms with what the categorisation, ‘fat’, will 
mean for her:  
Lucy froze. She’d stopped hearing anything at all since the man used the 
term ‘fat model.’ He meant her. Was she fat? She didn’t feel fat. Unlike some 
models, she had never been regarded as skinny, but rather saw herself as strong 
and athletic. Now she was ‘fat’? What did that mean? It kind of made her mad. 
(8) 
When the reporter uses the term fat, he is in fact tapping into current 
“stigmatizing discourses and practices aimed at disciplining, regulating and containing 
[the fat body]” (Lupton 1). He continues to goad Lucy about her size: 
“Well on most runways you would be considered ‘too fat’. In using a model 
with your shape do you think Charlotte Grace is genuinely trying to appeal to 
normal Australian women, or do you think you are just one BIG publicity 
gimmick?”  (8) 
Lucy has been cautioned not to speak, to be in a sense a blank canvas on which 
the designer can project a version of womanhood, but Lucy responds with a caustic and 
clever commentary: 
“Modelling is all about publicity, in that sense all models are gimmicks, 
don’t you think?” 
“Well,” . . . Rodger began uncertainly. “What I was trying to say . . .” 
“But I think you are missing the point. You say I’m ‘too fat’. Some people 
might say you’re ‘too short’,” Lucy paused, noticing the shiny spot on the top of 
Rodger’s head, “or too bald. Everyone’s different, variety is the spice of life, 
whatever.” (9)   
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So I have positioned Lucy to reject the negative frame in which the reporter tries 
to place her. Instead she offers an alternative, less negative and more inclusive 
perspective, with “Everyone’s different.”  The add-on “whatever” indicates that 
distinguishing physical attributes don’t hold great significance for Lucy. However, Lucy 
as a seventeen-year-old girl finds it difficult to be unaffected by the way others look at 
her, and in a few months her self-esteem has been damaged: 
  … her ‘gap’ year of modelling had disintegrated into disaster and that since 
being called ‘fat’ at Fashion Week, she had more or less eaten herself into the 
label. Working in a coffee shop and feeling sorry for herself wasn’t exactly a 
recipe for healthy living. She stared at the empty Tim Tam packet sitting on the 
old suitcase she used as a bedside table … What passed for gorgeous in 
Toowoomba was considered plus sized in Brisbane. (21) 
Here I am also making the point that size is relative. What might be admired in a 
country town might be considered unacceptable in the fashion industry or a big city. The 
boundaries on the acceptability of bodies are therefore both indeterminate and subjective, 
confirming that there is no such thing as the ‘right’ body. Nevertheless, Lucy feels 
shameful about her “offending spare tyre” (26) as she dashes off to an audition. Foucault’s 
theory of power suggests that Lucy understands that she has fallen short of the ideal image 
of not only a model, but also of a woman. As Foucault explains, the pressure to conform is 
hard to resist because it is reinforced by a ubiquitous knowledge power nexus that puts 
pressure on physical bodies to behave in certain ways, what he refers to as “an explosion of 
numerous and diverse techniques for achieving the subjugations of bodies and the control 
of populations” (The History of Sexuality 140). This defines what is normal or in fact, 
deviant.   
The audition is for a diet soft drink, SkipCola where the normal (skinny) models 
are being bulked up with “a suspicious looking lump of nude padding” (46) for the 
‘before’ shots. Lucy does not require the padding. My purpose in this scene is to satirize 
the weight loss industry with its numerous products promising weight loss. (Of course, 
if they were successful and delivered on their promise, the industry would collapse). 
The manufacturer’s name, Heartfelt Health Foods is intended to be ironic as obviously 
the company is only interested in profits and the product is far from healthy. Lucy is the 
preferred model because she looks younger than her age:  
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“Yes but Lucy looks so much younger in the flesh,” Klara added, gesturing 
towards Lucy, who’d turned slightly to see who was talking. “That’s our 
demographic; 10-16 years. All those pre-teens who want to shed their puppy fat. 
I like this girl-next-door look.” (46) 
 The young target market for SkipCola is a reference to the vulnerability of 
young girls who are constantly informed by ubiquitous messages in the media that their 
bodies need ‘fixing’, thereby creating a receptive market for a multiplicity of products 
that will upgrade and improve their bodies/lives. Similarly, the product Lucy is hired to 
market, Liiqka, is an alcoholic ice block in the ready to drink (RTD) range of products 
(similar to alcopops) designed to appeal to female first time drinkers (pre and post the 
legal drinking age of 18).  
Lucy doesn’t think about the product she is pushing. She never considers the 
‘appropriateness’ of the alcoholic product or the target market, but this does not excuse 
her character. Any woman who would willingly participate in the exploitation of young 
women with a product that not only takes their cash but entices them to drink at an early 
age is putting her own ambitions before the health and wellbeing of other (vulnerable) 
young women. There is an established link between alcohol, aggression, violence and 
sexual assault with researchers Abbey et al, claiming, “alcohol contributes to sexual 
assault through multiple pathways, often exacerbating existing risk factors” (“Alcohol 
and sexual assault”).  
By shining a light on the issue of the way alcohol is pushed towards young 
people, especially young women in Australia I have unwittingly implicated my main 
character in a strategy that undermines her emblematic status as a feminist facilitator. 
On reflection, there is sufficient leeway in the plot to have Lucy develop an awareness 
of the negative aspects of Liiqka and take a stand against the product, condemning the 
cynical motives of the liquor industry. In a revised draft Lucy could leave the Liiqka 
campaign and switch to a product that does not compromise the character’s exemplary 
status as a positive role model for women.  
In this draft, the necessity to connect the different strands of the plot and tie up 
loose ends in a satisfying way took precedence. In other words, my need to comply with 
the genre’s formulaic blueprint to construct a compelling, fast-moving plot became the 
paramount objective and feminist outcomes were overlooked. This does not mean that 
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writers can’t do both but it does indicate that a much closer attention needs to be paid to 
the implications of a character’s actions when formulating and revising plots. 
 Initially my intention was to create more of a furore about the type of product 
and type of body chosen to endorse it – both in a way more noticeable; the Liiqka 
product, because it entices young females to drink which is offensive, and Lucy’s body, 
because it is not the usual skinny model’s body draws more attention and comment. In 
the eventuality of writing the book this aspect was not given emphasis but is touched 
upon in the section of the novel set in Tokyo (discussed below). 
When Lucy goes to rehearse the television commercial (TVC) for Liiqka, she 
meets resistance from the other (skinny) models, one of whom complains: 
“My agent didn’t tell me I’d be working with a fat model. What kind of model are you 
exactly?” 
Again, this scene where Lucy’s body doesn’t fit, recalls Foucault and his theories on the 
policing of bodies, as Germov and Williams explain: 
The “body panopticon” refers to women’s constant monitoring of their own 
bodies and those of other women. Thus women who themselves seek to conform 
to the thin ideal actively participate in stigmatizing women who do not exhibit 
conformity. Therefore pressure to conform not only stems from cultural dictates 
and material interests, but also from women acting as “body police” for 
themselves and other women. (126) 
Lucy, however, takes a stand and invents a term to explain how the concept of what she 
is might be assimilated:    
 “I’m a, a … farouchement authentique model,” Lucy blurted in her bad 
French accent. Yep, still drunk… “It subscribes to a concept of verity in 
representations of the female form. It means fiercely authentic … It’s very 
simple really. It just about honesty and reality in modelling – it’s about having 
models who are more like real women, with normal bodies. It’s about giving 
women more realistic images to compare to, rather than pictures of emaciated 
girls with prepubescent bodies. ”   (142) 
 Here Lucy is asserting that her body is just as valid as any other and she thereby 
challenges social norms that demand women are contained within a prescribed shape 
and size. This scene is as close to a manifesto as might be infused into the pages of a 
crime fiction novel. The attraction to write crime fiction is compelling for me as a writer 
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and my contention is that the genre is malleable enough to engage in feminist arguments 
surrounding the impact of gender specific discursive knowledge and practices on 
women’s bodies. However, I am mindful that by being too ‘preachy’ or dogmatic I may 
alienate my readers whose main motivation to read a genre novel is to be entertained. 
 Fronting the Liiqka campaign, Lucy achieves a high profile and goes to Tokyo 
where the illicit SkipCola video released on Utube has gained traction amongst teenage 
girls who are excited to meet her in the flesh. Lucy’s plus sized image on a fifty-foot 
billboard in the fashion destination of Shibuya creates a frisson in a country that 
valorises slimness to the extent it introduced the Metabo law in 2008 requiring its 
“citizens between the ages of 45 and 74 to have their waistlines measured once a year 
and potentially seek medical attention” (Noromitsu). Lucy has become a big celebrity: 
Everyone wanted to meet her. When a video clip of Lucy and her tongue 
appeared on a fifty-foot billboard in Shibuya, with the caption, ‘Liiqka – Oishī!’, 
news programs discussed her notoriety as a murder suspect while health sites 
debated the impudence of using plus-sized models in major advertising 
campaigns – did this encourage the rising trend towards obesity in Japan’s 
youth, was it saying it was ‘okay to be fat?’ TV panels questioned advertising 
alcohol to teens, raising or lowering the drinking age, currently sitting at twenty, 
or perhaps more radically, enforcing it in clubs by insisting on ID, forgetting that 
anyone, young or old, could buy beer from a vending machine at their local 
subway station. Whatever the topic, Lucy was a big phenomenon, Liiqka sales 
were through the roof. (232) 
In the high traffic area of fashion and marketing, novelty creates a moment of 
attention, and the perception of Lucy as a plus sized icon in an industry that values 
thinness in a country that legislates weight control, work together to contribute to her 
visibility and her success. In creating the character of Lucy I wanted to depict an 
embodied young woman who ‘lives’ her body and though aware of cultural pressures to 
conform to strictures of ‘thinness’ resists them and resides happily in her own form, and 
in fact is successful because of her larger size. However, we have seen that in focusing 
on one issue affecting women – size, insufficient attention has been paid to the 
character’s involvement in the cynical marketing of a product that will exploit and 
possibly bring harm to young women, thus undermining the feminist intent of my work. 
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Lucy is not the only character thus implicated because the savvy Sarabeth Lee, online 
casting agent, has masterminded her success. 
 
Sarabeth Lee – Affirming the Fat Body 
The fat character in Liiqka, ex-child model Sarabeth Lee, was initially 
envisioned as abject woman who retreats into her body and embraces food in a protest 
over the exploitation of her innocence and beauty as a child actor, Blossom on the TV 
soap opera, Far Away Bay.  Sarabeth’s decision not to resist her size, to grow into the 
abject object, in an early draft, was projected onto her character as an expression of the 
character’s anger and victimhood, reflecting Kristeva’s words: “There looms, within 
abjection, one of those violent, dark revolts of being, directed against a threat that seems 
to emanate from an exorbitant outside or inside, ejected beyond the scope of the 
possible, the tolerable, the thinkable” (1). 
However, following my engagement with the emergent scholarly field of Fat 
Studies, which has “at its core, the identification and elimination of bias based on body 
weight, shape, and size” (Watkins 180), the character of Sarabeth was re-imagined as 
the highly successful owner of an online casting agency who serves to disrupt the 
negative view of the ‘fat’ woman as marginalised, abject and powerless. Her assistant, 
Thomas Boyd’s heavy smoking habit is employed to contrast the current stigmatisation 
of people of size on the grounds of health issues.  
Sarabeth’s character is designed to counter-balance negative stereotypes 
surrounding fat people. There are many examples of “fat” women being portrayed as 
abject in crime fiction novels. For example, two popular Swedish women crime writers 
both have larger women characters that they treat as abject. Karin Alvtegen clearly 
regards the oversized woman’s body as ‘shameful’. In her novel, Shame (2000), the 
central character of Maj-Britt is “fat, very fat, and intensely ashamed of her body. She is 
so overweight that she can no longer function normally, and if she lies down or falls, 
she cannot get up without assistance” (Scandinavian.books.com). While Alvtegen 
reveals the source of Maj-Britt’s misery, (a humiliating sexual punishment perpetrated 
by her parents) she nevertheless portrays her as the abject object, using terms such as 
“the big fat ogre” (59) who is “handicapped by obesity” (75).  
 Similarly, in Camilla Läckberg’s The Preacher (2009), the character of Solveig 
Hult is even more grotesque because she was once a beauty queen who has become 
“morbidly obese” (13). Läckberg repeatedly portrays Solveig as abject, reiterating her 
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size in a negative frame. Solveig has a “huge posterior” (14), “layers of fat” (15), is 
nothing more than a “fat slovenly wreck” (87), with a “greasy body” (139) and “limited 
intelligence” (133), is “vulgar” (138), who “waddled along” (14). Her sister-in-law, 
Laine, finds it humiliating and repugnant to visit her (196). Läckberg’s comments on the 
‘obese’ body cross the line from colourful description to vilification. 
 The fat acceptance movement aims to work against such prejudice and weight-
based discrimination. Its peak body, founded in 1969, the National Association to Advance 
Fat Acceptance (NAAFA), claims: 
Fat people are discriminated against in all aspects of daily life, from employment to 
education to access to public accommodations, and even access to adequate medical 
care. This discrimination occurs despite evidence that 95 to 98 percent of diets fail 
over five years and that 65 million Americans are labelled “obese.” Our thin-
obsessed society firmly believes that fat people are at fault for their size and it is 
politically correct to stigmatize and ridicule them. Fat discrimination is one of the 
last publicly accepted discriminatory practices. Fat people have rights and they need 
to be upheld! (“About Us”) 
Australian sociologist, Samantha Thomas asserts, “stereotyping fat people as 
lazy, gluttonous, smelly, stupid etc. is harmful and actively damages the mental and 
physical health of people in the community” (“Fat Acceptance”). She writes that the 
movement has “been vital in improving the health and rights of highly stigmatized 
groups throughout recent times” (“Fat Acceptance”). I sought to make Sarabeth a 
‘glamorous’ example of a fat woman and one of the ways I did this was to always have 
her sparkle like a jewel: 
Sarabeth … was busy at work at the office end of her penthouse in West 
End. The clouds parted and the sun spun lights off the sequins on her jewelled 
caftan, projecting sparkles in front of her as she moved through the room.  (96) 
Sarabeth appeared at Lucy’s side like a sparkling silver guardian angel. 
(234)  
Even Sarabeth’s apartment is glittering: 
It was then [Lucy] noticed the view stretching to the hills in the west. Below 
diamond bracelets of light sparkled on the Brisbane River. The apartment itself 
was a gallery of reflected light; mirrors, chandeliers, glass tables and cabinets 
twinkled magically. It reminded Lucy of her father’s collection of crystal 
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decanters that took pride of place on the oak sideboard in the dining room back 
in Toowoomba. (210) 
Not only does Sarabeth sparkle but she wears expensive rings: “Lights fired off 
her diamonds mesmerising Boyd” (99), she loves champagne -  “the half dozen bottles 
of Taittinger Sarabeth ordered” (214) and she owns a Mercedes Benz (130), a symbol of 
wealth, which she drives fast (suggesting she lives life in the fast lane): 
Sarabeth burned along Wharf St in her Benz, changing lanes and braking 
late, and Lucy got it; the jolt of adrenaline that risk-taking delivered. (129) 
However, it is important to establish that Sarabeth is a large woman. When she is 
introduced, it is her personal assistant, Boyd who informs the reader of her size: 
… Working with Sarabeth was the best job he’d had since leaving business 
school. True, she was enormous, but young, rich and beautiful. Besides she was 
exciting to work with and her office overlooked the river … (96)  
Clues confirming her size are left here and there, but are understated and as neutrally 
loaded as possible: 
[Sarabeth] moved across to his desk and rolled back his chair. It gave a little sigh 
as she sat. (97) 
There is also a subtle reference to Sarabeth’s size when she gets into the lift with 
Lucy, both on their way to Marechal Model Agency: 
What [Sarabeth] needed at this moment was space in the lift, and it seemed, 
quite a lot of it. Lucy found herself squashed against the back wall. A murmur of 
recognition rippled through the lift’s passengers but Lucy couldn’t see more than 
the glisten of chestnut hair through the forest of heads. (113) 
In this scene I’m indicating that Sarabeth is large but also famous. She is well 
known because of her child acting fame and subsequent business success. We also have 
Lucy’s opinion of Sarabeth’s appearance: 
[Sarabeth] was very pretty, possibly in her late twenties, exceedingly large and 
not so tall. Her eyes were emerald green and her hair a cascade of rusty curls. 
Her blue silk dress, covered with tiny glass sequins, glittered as she floated 
through the office. (115) 
In my depiction of Sarabeth Lee I have endeavored to resist typecasting a fat 
woman in a negative way. To achieve this I have drawn the character with the positive 
features of wealth and success, and assigned her a boyfriend, Oliver – “I’m Sarabeth’s 
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boyfriend” (214). Sarabeth is an exciting risk taker and a savvy entrepreneur who 
recognises and values Lucy’s potential and takes over the management of her career and 
makes Lucy a star, whisking her away to Japan out from the public glare when Lucy is 
involved in a murder enquiry. The character of Sarabeth Lee succeeds as a positive 
embodiment of a fat woman but her emblematic feminist impact is similarly 
undermined in her willingness to profit of a product, Liiqka, designed to exploit young 
women.  
 
Detective Inspector Mary Grimsley (aka Grim) – the Damaged Body 
The character of DI Mary Grimsley is more complex, developed now over two 
novels. Grim, as she is known, is a woman in her fifties and is written to reflect the 
problems that having an aging female body can bring. In Batafurai Grim had just 
returned to work following a mastectomy and cancer treatment. In Liiqka, though 
reinstated to the Homicide Department by her old boyfriend, Detective Chief Inspector 
Al Bainbridge, there is pressure for Grim to retire: 
“Hmm, I understand that you have had some time off not so long ago, for …” 
Palgrave paused to find the right word, “for illness?” Palgrave feigned a 
sympathetic face. 
“Something like that,” Grim added, unwilling to mention the words ‘breast 
cancer’ in front of the three male executioners. (3) 
 This scene reflects back to Grim’s major illness and suggests not only has she 
been scarred physically and psychologically by the surgery, but also her professional 
reputation has been diminished. She is ‘less’ of a woman now, and by extension, less of 
a police officer. Her age marks her out for retirement, and economist Heidi Sheirholz 
notes many women aged fifty-five years and over “are extremely discouraged” (qtd. in 
Emeryreddy) from remaining in the workforce. Throughout the novel Grim feels the 
presence of the younger women coming up in the ranks, viewed as a more attractive 
option than her, a woman in her fifties: 
Jules had been snaffled by the Media area wanting a female to represent the 
face of modern policing. Jules had the right kind of face – young, and the body 
to go with it. She was now a feature on the evening news. In fact she had 
become a bit of a Brisbane TV personality. (35) 
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So Grim is aware of the pressure for older staff to leave the workforce – Grim 
“waited for the axe to fall. Were they going to demand her retirement?” (44). Even her 
friend Jules suggests, “You could probably retire on pretty-near a full-pension” (36).  
Despite the pressure to leave, Grim is determined to stay on the job and has 
plenty of work to occupy her time and her mind but her personal and professional 
confidence has been affected by her mastectomy, and she is only too aware of the 
patriarchal undertones prevalent in the Queensland Police Service: 
A policeman who didn’t drink was automatically an outsider. A woman over 
fifty with a damaged body and psyche didn’t stand a chance. (41) 
When Grim goes to meet PI Grant Trouver on the Sunshine Coast, she lets her 
guard down and reflects on retirement and her body, altered by sickness and age: 
… at the thought of her scarred body, Grim faced reality and instinctively zipped 
up her hoodie. No one would want to see her in a bathing suit. She crossed her 
arms as if to cover her own frightening nakedness, the jagged scar a vivid image 
in her mind but one she needed to banish if she wanted to stay on track. (91) 
So Grim has issues. She has been shaken by her illness but she is a survivor. My 
intention is to show that despite her age, previous illness and personal issues, Grim is 
also a competent detective who uncovers police corruption and the real identity of the 
murderer of several young girls on the Sunshine Coast. It is important to show an older 
woman achieving positive outcomes despite being part of a system keen to expel her.  
Older women face discrimination in the workforce and in life. This is partially 
due to a social system that situates power with men, as explained by Lacan’s theory of 
the ‘male signifier’ or ‘phallus’, the site of power, authority and desire, representing “a 
distinctly masculine superiority that extends beyond the body into realms of intellectual 
authority, political power, and cultural preeminence” (Tuana et al 7). 
 Women must compete for resources appropriated by men and Naomi Wolf 
claims this is done through a “vertical hierarchy according to a culturally imposed 
physical standard” (10) that women must meet. Older women fall to the bottom end of 
such a measure dependent on meeting ideals of youth and beauty and lose value in such 
a system. Research shows that in the paid workplace, “employment occurs within a 
gendered and age(ed) context and barriers are in place that put older women at a 
disadvantage” (Calassanti, Slevin 220).  
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Studies show that older women are marginalised economically (Estes 45) and 
Rina Arya claims that in “Western culture, ageing has become loathsome” (201) and 
more so for women. Marshall hypothesizes that “as aged women become both 
physically and culturally “less female,” their ability and willingness to act as mirrors for 
male power may well decrease” (36). As a result, the bodies of old women unsettle 
notions of what women are meant to be – young and beautiful, and thus threaten 
stability, occasioning anxiety and mistrust and also pose a challenge to “the theory of 
the unconsciousness” (Kristeva 7-8), veering on the edge of what is abject or repellent.  
One of the strategies I employed to add interest in the reader for the character 
of Grim was to create romantic tension between her and old boyfriend, now boss, Al. 
Readers keep reading when they want to find out ‘what happens next’. My intention 
was not only to create intrigue, but to demonstrate that women with aging and possibly 
damaged bodies can still engage in physical relationships. This tension between Al and 
Grim is set up in Batafurai, and is played out in Liiqka.  
At a late stage in her life, Grim is embracing a ‘femininity’ she had previously 
eschewed, wearing makeup and letting her hair grow: 
 “It was a buffer she’d never needed before, but now it offered a kind of 
comfort, a touch of femininity. A useless adornment after the fact, but still …” 
(77).  
Grim previously had minimal interest in her looks but her insecurity leads her to 
consider her appearance for the first time. From a feminist perspective, it could be argued 
that the character is subscribing to notions that women are not ‘good enough’ as they are, 
but have to engage in ‘manufacturing’ a way to look ‘more’ like a woman or as Susan 
Bordo claims, women are bound to ideologies of beauty that “depends on seeing 
ourselves as defective” (“Reading the slender body” 291). I am, in fact having a bet each 
way here by showing the character ape feminine practices, then summing up the process 
with the term ‘useless adornment’. We are given a better idea of the way Grim looks and 
what her background is when Lucy describes her: 
The senior detective was old, in her fifties. She was probably pretty once. She 
had shoulder length blonde hair fading to grey at the temples. (172) 
Grim is depicted as self-sufficient, but not emotionally cut-off. She has an 
affectionate relationship with her dog Gad, who helped her get through her chemo 
treatment. Grim is more guarded about her feelings for Al, but  – “sometimes they fitted 
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together so well she felt herself falling back in time and in love” (78). I was undecided 
about whether to get Grim and Al back together, but on balance, I thought it would be 
positively affirming for readers to imaginatively envisage that a woman could embark 
on a physical relationship after a mastectomy. But Grim is not desperate, and when Al 
shows up on her doorstep, drunk, declaring his love, she rejects his advances. It is only 
following the shoot out when Prince is killed and Grim survives that Al reveals how 
genuine his feelings are: 
“When I heard you’d been shot I couldn’t breathe. Grim, speak to me, 
please.” 
But she couldn’t. Her throat was choked and the words were lost somewhere 
between now and the past twenty years. (260) 
Finally, after a romantic tension over two novels, the pair get together but I 
considered it important not to have Grim’s self acceptance dependent on Al’s approval 
or affection. Though Grim is anxious about revealing her scarred body to Al, she has a 
positive attitude: 
If she was to have a chance at sex and companionship again, then it was up to 
her to shed her insecurity and grab what came her way. If Al didn’t like it he 
could move on, find someone else to spend his days with. (266) 
My intention in portraying the character of Grim is to show that an older woman 
still has much to contribute professionally and life has much to offer her, despite 
obstacles thrown in the way. By the end of the novel, Grim has proven, that despite her 
age and her damaged body, she retains a healthy outlook, is good at her job, and 
welcomes personal intimacy.  
 
Eugenzia – Body as Commodity 
Eugenzia (Anka Pashkevich) is the intended victim in Liiqka, despite other 
characters falling dead by the wayside as the book progresses. She is presented as the 
opposite of Lucy – she is successful, slim, cold, lifeless and uncaring. Lucy thinks of 
her as an “unfriend, i.e. supermodel bitch” (5). Eugenzia is certainly made up of flesh 
and blood, and presents as a worthy corpse with a “bloody mess of a body” (158), but 
she is introduced as more ‘image’ than a real woman. I use terms such as “apparition” 
(6) and “ethereal” (6) to describe her, alluding to the two-dimensional images of models 
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depicted in magazines and the Internet, women of no substance. As such, Eugenzia 
stands in for a traditional notion explained by Zizek: 
Woman is simultaneously a representation, a spectacle par excellence, an 
image intended to fascinate, to attract the gaze, while still an enigma, the 
unrepresentable, that which a priori eludes the gaze. She is all surface, lacking 
any depth, and the unfathomable abyss.” (“Woman is one of the Names-of-the 
Father”). 
From the beginning, the character is associated with ghostly characteristics and 
Eugenzia’s advice to Lucy is to “be like corpse, no life, no speak, they do to you like 
dead body – yes?” (6), and she gives Lucy “a death stare, rays of pure evil pulsed from 
her pale blue, dead-fish eyes” (7). This deadly theme continues and Lucy is somewhat 
frightened of Eugenzia when they share a cab: 
Her old pal Eugenzia sat across from her looking like an ice princess; her blonde 
bob had an edge of such sharp precision it could cut paper ... her pale skin 
almost translucent in the bright morning light, as if the chill blood of Nania ran 
through her veins. And those blue eyes held that dead, expressionless stare … 
(23) 
 After she is murdered, Eugenzia appears as a ghost to Vasilyov, who knows her 
by her real name of ‘Anka’.  
He closed his eyes hoping for oblivion but there she was with the wide grin 
staring at him. The gash moved like a mouth, made words, conversation – so you 
found me. I knew I’d never get away from you. He opened his eyes but Anka was 
there sitting next to him, lucent in the indigo glow of the uplights. (170) 
In fact, Vasilyov reflects that “Anka had always been a ghost, the way she 
floated down the runways, looked through him when he spoke to her” (175). The 
portrayal of Eugenzia’s character with spirit-like features achieves several ends; firstly 
it serves to contrast with the more solid, earthly portrayal of Lucy, it resonates with 
Lacan’s assertion that the notion of ‘woman’ is a fabrication (Feminine Sexuality 73), 
and it foreshadows Eugenzia’s actual death as the central victim of the novel. 
However, as I do not intend to depict merely a two-dimensional character, I flesh 
out Eugenzia’s backstory, explain why she is so numb to life, beginning with her 
teenage years in the countryside of Belarus:  
	 88 
… she loved and trusted Anatoli and left the baby in the care of her mother. 
Anatoli soon dropped the boyfriend act and asked her to be ‘nice’ to his friends, 
hit her when she refused. Then she’d been passed on to a line of managers till 
Vasilyov took charge of her at the Euphrosyne Club. (70) 
Eugenzia’s body is a commodity. She is exploited because of her poverty, being 
pimped out by a succession of managers in Minsk. Even when she becomes a model, 
she is unable to escape her past and uses drugs to escape from her emotional pain. Her 
backstory of human trafficking highlights the point I am making that women’s bodies 
are not always their own but are often regarded as commercial objects for men’s sexual 
satisfaction and profit.  
 
Claudia – Foreign Body 
Claudia Lorrimer is an accountant, who has fallen foul of powerful Chinese 
property developer and party official, Sheng Liang. She decides to head south and pay a 
smuggler to take her across the Vietnamese border. Her character represents a displaced 
body. She is in unfamiliar territory and must flee. Claudia realises that much of her 
identity has been intertwined with the corporate image she presented in Shanghai when 
a colleague fails to recognise her in Beijing. 
There was no spark of recognition. Not from Dennis, nor from Inès … She 
looked down at her clothing – cargo pants, a baggy cotton top and clumpy 
runners. She doubted Dennis had ever seen her out of a corporate suit and 
stylish heels … (39) 
Claudia “grieved for the loss of Shanghai and her old life” (68). She experiences 
isolation and rejection: 
Claudia felt unwelcome in this city, as if China was trying to annihilate her … 
a vocal male student had amused his friends by calling her out as a laowai sha 
bi, a reference to both her foreigner status and her genitalia. (188) 
Travelling through China in poor clothing, Claudia tries to pass as Chinese – her 
small build and black hair an advantage. She often wears the common facemask used by 
the locals to guard against pollution, as well as a hat and dark glasses. But Claudia 
wonders if she will ever resume her real identity, “or had the disguise supplanted the 
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original?” (195). Her situation is becoming more precarious and eventually she is 
robbed and urinated upon by her attacker.  
 …he sliced through the money belt and thrust it into her backpack. Then he 
pissed on her and kicked her before he vanished into the night with most of her 
worldly possessions.  (214)  
Claudia’s whole personality goes into a meltdown: 
She was less than nothing. No business, no home, no friends, no family and 
now little money. She needed to be anywhere else. Fearful, she stared at the 
apartment door all night as the air-conditioner buzzed words of portent – leave, 
go, depart. (214) 
Claudia has been reduced to nothing but her body. Ultimately this is all we 
have when all external trappings are removed. We forget that so many people have so 
little and their basic needs aren’t met. I wanted to take a successful woman like Claudia 
down to bedrock to see how she would endure. When Lucy rescues her, (265) Claudia 
explains: “Someone in the Party has destroyed my business and wants to destroy me. I 
have nothing” (268). But of course she has the family she has previously neglected, (and 
being an accountant, she has money and property waiting for her in Australia). At the 
end of the novel, though somewhat scathed, Claudia is positioned to make a full 
recovery. 
 
The Body of the Plot 
While my motivation in writing is to explore, understand improve the lives of 
women, crime fiction demands a propelling plot that is often traditionally conservative 
and sexist. As well as outlining the way I have created women characters with agency 
and power, it is also necessary to discuss the strategies I have employed in the 
development of plot to demonstrate how women might transcend gendered conventions 
of the body. The case studies discussed above indicate how easy it is for women writers 
to fall down clichéd plot tunnels when the story demands female characters be 
extricated from dire situations. I wanted to avoid endowing my women characters with 
overtly male characteristics of strength and aggression or have them rescued by men.  
The first example of this is in the shoot out in the bakery where Grim fears 
Prince will shoot her: 
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Prince had wedged a chock under the swing door into the kitchen and was 
standing on the shop side. The barrel of his gun protruded into the no man’s 
land of space between the two police officers now clearly on opposite sides of 
the law. Grim stayed put behind the trolley. Prince was ruthless and he’d been 
getting away with murder, literally, for years. (257) 
Grim could have been rescued by her male colleague, Millsy whom we know is on the 
way to meet her at the bakery, but this might be seen as reinforcing the notion that 
female police officers need male backup, and by reduction, women need male 
protection. Grim believes she will die but is in fact saved by Betty Anders, the mother 
of the killer Grim has tracked down. Betty herself has been shot but dying, she 
summons the energy to dispatch Prince, who has killed her son.  
… It was too late, Prince had won. A single shot rang out and for a moment 
time stood still. Grim thought that if she had to leave the Force then this was 
the only way she wanted to do it. Then the world was shattered by a frenzied 
volley. Grim waited for death but it was Prince who collapsed to the floor, his 
eyes open and surprised.  
Betty crouched in the doorway with Frick’s gun in her hand. She was 
covered in blood. (258) 
So Grim is saved by another woman. It is fitting that the character Betty kills 
Prince because he has killed Betty’s (and his) son. Betty whispers, “I couldn’t believe 
Prince could kill his own son, his own flesh and blood. He’s a murderer, a cold-blooded 
killer (259).” This device keeps the action female-centred, which is fitting for a novel 
with feminist aspirations.  
Switching over to the action in China, Claudia’s situation has been 
disintegrating and she is being held against her will and exhorted by a corrupt party 
official/real estate agent in Nanning, several hours train ride from the Vietnamese 
border. Her future looks bleak: 
“Tao want money or he give you police,” Quon’s voice followed Claudia 
into the bathroom. She locked herself in and tried not to look in the mirror, 
unsure of who she would see. (238) 
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Claudia is out of resources, both emotional and financial and unable to ‘save 
herself’. It is Lucy who comes to look for her aunt in China and finds her shut in a back 
room at the real estate agency.  
 … the cleaner called to her, “Lucy, Lucy, is that really you.” 
There was something familiar about the voice. Lucy turned and stared at 
the small middle-aged woman who seemed to transform from a cleaner into her 
aunt Claudia. (262) 
But Lucy is unsure how to proceed: 
Lucy tried to digest the information and looked to her aunt for advice but 
Claudia was trying to disappear into herself. Lucy realised that getting her aunt 
out of trouble would be up to her. How much did they want? She had no idea 
about such negotiations. SkipCola had ripped her off and Aurora had organised 
the contracts with Sarabeth and Soburin Beverages. (263) 
In the end Lucy simply refuses to be intimidated:    
Lucy found a wad of notes in one of the pockets and held out her hand, 
“Let my aunt go now,” she demanded, more bravely than she felt. (264) 
Lucy is able to get her aunt Claudia out of China using her mother’s passport. 
Lucy and her mother had planned to visit Claudia in China but when Lucy’s mother is 
killed, Lucy has kept her mother’s passport as a sentimental comfort. Because Claudia 
and Lucy’s mum were sisters and look similar, Claudia is able to escape from China.  
This plot device to extricate Claudia from danger does not rely on any 
aggressive strength or violence or on any male accomplice, but on female courage and 
cleverness. It is empowering for women readers because Lucy has not been 
‘masculinised’, in fact it is her attachment to her mother, her sentimentality in keeping 
the passport and her ability to brazen through the situation (something she has had to 
learn as a fledgling model) that combine together to support this plot solution. 
 
Summary and Critique  
 My intention in Liiqka is to employ the crime fiction formula to contest received 
notions of beauty and size that serve to limit the role and restrict the power of women. My 
strategy is threefold: comply with the rules of the genre, introduce embodied women 
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characters who demonstrate individual authority regardless of their age, shape or size, and 
finally to craft a plot that relies on women’s actions rather than on masculine strength.  
Liiqka fulfills the standard demands of the genre, following a narrative arc that tells 
the story of a number of murders, subsequent investigations, cover-ups and backstories. It 
touches on police corruption, drugs, human trafficking and greed. It contains several 
mysteries that propel the plot – will Grim discover the true identity of the murderer of 
young models and secure the release of falsely imprisoned David Rodway? Will Claudia 
make it out of China? Was Grant Trouver murdered or did he just wander into the surf 
drunk? Will Lucy succeed in the world of modelling? Will Eugenzia fall victim to the 
vicious Vasilyov? And who ends up murdering her? Only the reader can judge how 
successful I have been in creating interesting characters and page-turning tension, but the 
basic elements of the crime fiction blueprint are included. 
The characters brought to life in Liiqka allow me to explore women’s relationships 
with their bodies and investigate how women might negotiate their way through an 
immersive patriarchal environment that prescribes the way women look and behave. In 
Liiqka, Lucy succeeds despite cultural rules that dictate she is too large, Sarabeth’s size 
does not obscure her glamour, success or wealth, and Grim survives in a masculinist police 
force despite her disfiguring surgery and advanced years because she is great at her job. 
She ultimately decides that she might be ready to take greater control of her future by 
becoming a private eye.15 Claudia is reduced to nothing and must face the challenge of 
coming to terms with her essential being and Eugenzia represents the way women are 
victimized in a society that can reduce women and their bodies to mere commodities.  
However, in some instances my characters are linked to activities that undermine 
my attempts to implant feminist strategies into a mainstream, contemporary crime fiction 
novel. Both Lucy and Sarabeth are intended to be banner wavers for women who break out 
of social constrictions on the female body but both are implicated in the promotion of an 
alcoholic product cynically designed to target young women. This flaw is not irretrievable 
and can be corrected in subsequent drafts. The point is that as a crime fiction writer, in 
giving paramount attention to plot formulation with a prime concern to keep the action 
moving, it is easy to overlook snags that hijack feminist motives. What is required here, is 
that I and other authors with similar feminist concerns apply a critical eye to initial readings 																																																								
15 Grim’s story will continue in the third book of the series, Juveler, where Grim leaves the police and works with Al and 
Jules as a private investigator to solve a murder connected with a jewellry heist in Scandinavia.  
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and work to correct plot points that subtract from the emblematic quality of our main 
protagonists. 
The plot of Liiqka features a company of women characters that advance and pursue 
its themes. The actions of my central female characters showcase the development of their 
agency and power and while they inevitably end up in situations of tension, I have 
attempted to resolve these without recourse to clichéd scenarios reliant on masculine 
authority or heroic strength, choosing to demonstrate how writers can manipulate events so 
that women can orchestrate their own salvation.  
 
Conclusion 
This dissertation demonstrates how traditionally restrictive notions of women and 
their bodies can be effectively contested within the text of a crime fiction novel thereby 
expanding the space and power available to women within society. The foundation hard-
boiled detective novels of the 1920s and 30s, however, cast the genre in a formulaic mould 
where the lone male hero encounters violence and brutality in a life and death contest in 
which society has a stake. Women are thrown to the margins and are only present as mute 
murder victims or hapless bystanders.  
The sexual revolution of the nineteen sixties ushered in a surge of crime fiction 
written by women who reacted against this customary positioning. Yet, the residual pull of 
the genre’s masculinist archetype has proved difficult to resist and many of these novels are 
found wanting in their portrayal of empowered women who evince authority, control and 
influence. The academy’s response indicates that the potential of the genre to shape a 
liberatory trajectory for female subjectivity may be limited.  
The Literature Review surveys the dynamic forces that work to exert pressure on 
cultural, political and economic mechanisms that reinforce the traditional patriarchal 
division of gender roles that places woman in a secondary ranking. Poststructuralist theory 
posits that woman is a concept fashioned from a masculine authority from which all power 
emanates; woman is thus a discursive and illusory image, can never be subject and is 
always ‘other’. Feminists protest that for bodily women this results in continual dissonance 
and potential distress as they try to live their being through the male gaze. Judith Butler 
contends that subversive potential to undermine perceived gendered difference lies in “the 
radical instability of the category of woman” (Gender 194) permitting a destabilizing 
variance in the performance of received roles. Yet Kristeva indicates that women who fail 
to measure up to prescribed appearance and behaviour risk falling into the abject, are 
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viewed as disruptive to cultural conformity and are vulnerable to expulsion from the social 
body (4). The emerging, interdisciplinary field of Fat Studies demonstrates how this plays 
out, explaining how publically tolerated prejudice and vilification are projected onto the 
bodies of fat women, with British epidemiologist Dr Sarah Jackson claiming “that weight 
discrimination accounts for about 40% of the harmful psychological effects associated with 
obesity” (“Fat-shaming”). Fat Scholars’ research exposes many health myths attached to 
fatness, quantifies the financial value of cultural exhortations to thinness for corporate 
entities and argues fat people should be treated equally, both socially and legally (Wann, 
“Foreword” ix).  
With women writing16 and reading crime fiction in increasing numbers, it seems an 
appropriate location to investigate issues relating to women’s bodies and agency. Here, it is 
to be imagined, writers have the opportunity to at least fictionally, ascribe power and 
authority to their fictional female characters. I examine the work of two contemporary 
female crime fiction authors, Denise Mina and Leah Giarratano who place women with 
‘body problems’ at the centre of their narrative. While both authors succeed to varying 
degrees in portraying the embodied experience of their female protagonists, ultimately both 
fail in endowing their characters with credible self-reliance, power and authority. Mina’s 
Paddy Meehan is rescued by police-men, themselves representatives on an entrenched 
patriarchal institution, while Giarratano’s Jill Jackson is masculinised and given 
superhuman strength in order to vanquish her male attacker.   
The case studies provide valuable lessons for the woman writer seeking to distance 
her work from established crime fiction tropes and stereotypes that confirm the masculinist 
conventions underpinning the genre, but indicate how difficult this task proves to be. Liiqka 
represents my efforts to avoid such pitfalls and to represent women and their bodies in a 
more liberating way. By creating several central women characters, I have moved away 
from the model of the lone masculine hero. Both Grim and Lucy represent the many of us 
women with ‘imperfect’ bodies who nevertheless manage to function in a satisfactory way, 
crafting a place for ourselves in a judgmental world where slim, fit bodies are currency. 
Sarabeth is a positive model of the fat woman, while Claudia represents the wrong body in 
the wrong place at the wrong time.  
																																																								
16 Sara Paretsky claimed in 2007 that since 1986 the percentage of crime fiction novels written by women has risen from 
30 to 50% (Writing in an Age of Silence 69). 
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Eugenzia is a stereotype – the prostitute whose commodified body must take on the 
function of victim in my novel. I have tried to counter the two-dimensional aspects and 
predictable aspects of this role through the inclusion of a sympathetic backstory. I have also 
bestowed a more powerful presence to Eugenzia once she is no longer a body – she 
becomes a spirit adjoined to Vasilyov; the man who had little regard for her body must now 
contend with her eternal, ghostly manifestation. 
Nevertheless, there is a thread of violence towards women running through Liiqka 
that is troubling. Jake Anders, Detective Prince’s son, has murdered several women; 
Vasilyov and his partners have trafficked troupes of young girls; and the helpful Derska is 
despatched when she is longer valuable to Vasilyov. Of course, crime fiction narratives 
require victims and the stakes are higher when these victims are vulnerable and blameless. 
Yet, are women writers who inspire women readers by depicting powerful female 
protagonists undermining their subversion of the form by shedding women’s blood on the 
page? British author and reviewer, Jessica Mann, refers to an increasing “sadistic 
misogyny” perpetrated by women on women: 
Each psychopath is more sadistic than the last and his victims’ sufferings are 
described in detail that becomes ever more explicit, as young women are 
imprisoned, bound, gagged, strung up or tied down, raped, sliced, burned, blinded, 
beaten, eaten, starved, suffocated, stabbed, boiled or buried alive. (“Sexist 
violence”) 
Crime fiction writer Natasha Cooper claims if women writers want to get onto the 
bestseller list, they need to “produce at least one novel with very graphic violence in it to 
establish their credibility and prove they are not girly” (qtd. “Sexist violence”). British 
journalist Danuta Kean claims “sensation sells” and quotes forensic psychologist, Dr Kerry 
Daynes who derides such work as, “torture porn” which perpetuates “women’s fear of 
violence” (“Blood, guts and girly gore”). Women crime writers can be thus seen to be 
‘cashing in’ on accepted gendered stereotypes and, in so doing abandoning a feminist focus 
in their writing. While there is much comment on this issue in the popular press and in 
blogs, there is little work in the academy that wrestles with this issue and it is suggested as 
an area of future study.  
My crime fiction novel, Liiqka stakes a claim for the inclusive acceptance of a 
diverse range of women’s bodies by redirecting existing values around female identity and 
agency through a more realistic representation of women’s embodied experience. I have 
utilised the crime fiction form to create female models of authority and power that I hope 
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will continue the challenge to prescriptive restrictions placed on women’s bodies and 
behaviour. 
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